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Abstract
Keogh, J 2020. Buying Skins: Cultural Intermediaries, value, and the localisation of
Australian digital games in China, Master’s Thesis, University of Wollongong.
This thesis investigates the emergence of China’s bourgeoning cultural sectors and
some of the key processes by which audio-visual content is transformed through
contributions from a range of national and transnational actors. Specifically, it explores
how digital game ‘localisers’ are intersecting economic and cultural fields in
unprecedented ways, mediating between well-established cultural policy demands and a
bevy of new commercial industry opportunities and networks of stakeholders. Through the
lens of Bourdieusian field theory, particularly from Distinction (1984) – which remains
highly relevant today, this research analyses how such ‘cultural intermediaries’ are
contributing to the transformation of economic capital and evolving consumer tastes and
needs. At once, the expertise of these localisers lies outside of the skillset and capabilities
of the local Australian digital game labour market, while also providing knowledge in the
field of cultural production, circulation, and consumption of Australian games for the
lucrative Chinese market.
Utilising field observations and secondary data analysis, this thesis analyses the range
of localisation practices and network relationships sought by Australian gaming developers
to penetrate China’s gaming market and to navigate the State’s censorship procedures.
Gaining new understandings of these professionals and their practices will provide original
insights into both the field of cultural production and how Australian content is adapted
and geared for both Chinese and transnational audiences. Not only will this assist to
elucidate the relevant power institutions at play and how they are transforming, but it will
also reveal the dynamic relationships involving a network of actors that are facilitating
transnational media and cultural flows.
How then does a Western-gaming developer bring a game to the Chinese market? As
previously addressed by Dong and Mangiron (2018), language translations are just only a
single tool in a localiser’s arsenal. Taste-makers must also consider specific cultural tastes,
nuances, and mechanisms of the target consumer - all whilst navigating a complex and
volatile censorship procedure.
A decade ago, Brisbane studio Halfbrick saw over 200 million downloads and
unprecedented success in China with its mobile hit Fruit Ninja (2010) after partnering with
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a Chinese publisher. The publisher, iDreamSky Technology, was a cheat code to unlock
unparalleled potential in the Chinese market. Now, Austrade offers direct opportunities
for Australian studios through the China Joy Bootcamp to establish relationships with
Chinese publishing partners. Such partners offer their expertise in localisation services,
local knowledge of China’s strict censorship protocol, and foreign distribution channels.
They are what French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu describes as cultural intermediaries –
actors within a complex network who frame cultural products for the always-trending
tastes of consumers. To understand the potential for Australian independent games within
this phenomenal consumer domain, we must determine how Chinese consumers come to
like and purchase such media and cultural products. The key to investigating the ‘how’ is
through these intermediaries, situated at the intersection of the cultural and economic
fields.
This project examines the multiple processes undertaken by game localisers to adapt and
distribute digital gaming content in China through the lens of Bourdieu’s cultural
intermediaries and cultural production. This discourse builds upon recent studies in
Australia game production and cultural fields (Keogh 2019) by focusing upon the target
consumer market, relevant power institutions and networks of actors in cultural
production. This research will be of use to stakeholders in the Australian independent
gaming industry by highlighting the process taken in adapting a cultural product and
framing it towards a market for commercial and critical success.
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1. Introduction
This project investigates one of China’s newest bourgeoning cultural sectors and
some of the key processes by which audio-visual content is transformed through
contributions from a range of national and transnational actors. Specifically, it explores
how digital game ‘localisers’ are intersecting economic and cultural fields in
unprecedented ways, mediating between well-established cultural policy demands, a
bevy of new commercial industry opportunities, and networks of stakeholders.
Through the lens of Bourdieusian field theory, particularly from Distinction
(1984), this research analyses how such ‘cultural intermediaries’ are contributing to the
transformation of economic capital and evolving consumer tastes and needs. At present,
the expertise of these localisers lies outside of the skillset and capabilities of the local
Australian labour market; an expertise that harbours a knowledge in the field of cultural
production, circulation, and consumption of Australian games for the lucrative Chinese
market. The practice of localising games has been present in digital game production
from the earliest periods of transnational game circulation. However, as this study will
reveal, the advent of digitisation and globalisation has enabled 'localisers' to assume new
forms of labour and value that extend to wealth generation, publication, and trans-locale
mediation.
Utilising a mixed method of secondary data analysis and field observations, this
project analyses the range of localisation practices and network relationships sought by
Australian gaming developers to penetrate China’s gaming market and to navigate the
State’s censorship procedures. Insights from this mixed methodology will outline, as the
thesis title suggests, that such localisation processes of digital games are akin to buying
‘skins’ – a gaming phenomenon where players can purchase customised elements for
their characters. Gaining new understandings of these professionals and their practices
will provide original insights into both the field of cultural production and how Australian
content is adapted and geared for both Chinese and transnational audiences. Not only
will this assist to elucidate the relevant power institutions at play and how they are
transforming, but it will also reveal the dynamic relationships involving a network of
actors that are facilitating transnational media and cultural flows in an advanced digital
economy.

1|Page

When the GFC struck in 2008, and the Australian and US dollar hit parity,
Australia’s gaming industry was severely impacted by the mass foreclosure of the North
American publishing giants. Prior to the financial crisis, Australia was a comparatively
cheaper labour market to outsource various production aspects for blockbuster hits such
as Bioshock (2K Games), Dead Space (Visceral Games), The Simpsons Game (Visceral
Games), Star Wars: The Force Unleashed (Krome Studios), LA Noire (Team Bondi),
Wipeout 2097 (Tantalus Media), and Destroy All Humans! (Pandemic Studios). In the
wake of a seemingly industry-wide downturn, independent studios and producers found
success through the emergence of the mobile gaming domain. For instance, independent
Australian developer Halfbrick released the mobile game Fruit Ninja, a global success
with over a billion downloads and spawning releases and sequels on all available gaming
platforms (Masterson 2015). In turn, mobile gaming provided many Australian
developers success in a previously untapped and exponentially rising gaming industry in
China, which boasts one of the fastest growing markets in the world (Desatoff 2020;
Newzoo 2018; Niko Partners 2020). Despite claiming one of the largest gaming markets
globally with a strong foreign import presence, digital games are labelled as cultural
products by Chinese authorities, hence they are subject to a strict cultural policy and an
ambiguous censorship procedure.
The importance of localisation for Australian gaming markets has been addressed
both at an industry and governmental level. In the Interactive Games & Entertainment
Association (IGEA) submission to the Australian and Children’s Screen Content Review,
the organisation called for the reinstatement of government funding to “Localise games
in additional languages to broaden global appeal and reach new audiences”(IGEA 2017,
p. 15). IGEA also published a transcript on the Senate Inquiry into the 'Future of
Australia's video game development' in early 2016. Included within a number of 'Terms
of References’ related to the inquiry was 'how export opportunities from Australia's local
video game industry can be maximised' (Commonwealth of Australia 2016, p. 3).
In attendance at the inquiry were key witnesses of Australia's indie gaming
industry, with representatives from Black Delta, Tin man Games, Mighty Games. In a
submission to the inquiry, Giselle Rosman, the Australian leader of the IGEA, stated that
one of key challenges that Australian developers encounter is localisation, "Currently one
of the largest, untapped markets to local development studios is the Asian market…
Assistance with both localising games in terms of languages and iconography, as well as
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creating the business relationships required with Asian companies to ensure the best
penetration of their vast market [sic]" (Commonwealth of Australia 2016, p. 17). Despite
nil assistance from the federal government, studios have endeavoured to release games
in Asia. As of 2018, IGEA reported that 83% of income was generated by overseas market
(IGEA 2019), with 65% of survey respondents developing for Asian markets – a significant
increase of 37% in 2017 (Van Daal 2019). Rosman continues, claiming that for Hipster
Whale, a Melbourne indie gaming studio that produced the global success Crossy Roads,
"we have brought on Yodo1, which is an Asian based company, to work with the Asian
market. A lot of places tend to, when you are trying to get into Asia, bring on some local
expertise." (Commonwealth of Australia 2016, p. 17). Yodo1, a game publishing giant
based in Beijing and an established localiser for the Chinese market clearly views the local
Australian gaming industry in high regard, given their only international office is housed
in The Arcade, a share workspace located in Melbourne that hosts many Australian
gaming studios including Hipster Whale. Such rhetoric at the inquiry reveals how the
process of localisation is highly valued within the local industry.
Also present at the senate inquiry into Australia’s game industry was Ben Britton,
technical director of Melbourne independent gaming studio Might Games Group, and
Melbourne representative of the International Game Developers Association (IGDA). On
the topic of localisation in Australia, Britten highlights the complexity indie studios
encounter when entering global markets such as China, as well as the demand for
localisation skillsets in "language as well as culturalisation of the games" (Commonwealth
of Australia 2016, p. 17). Britten's further comments on localisation challenges reveal the
necessity of expertise regarding the 'culturalisation of the games',
"It is how do we make our games appeal culturally to those markets, or
how do we educate them so that they want to play Western style games? It is
something we work on; it is literally something we talk about every day in the
studio… We try to find people and consult. That is where these contacts help. We
can say, 'Hey, who is my person around here who understands Chinese culture
and stuff?' They can help us make sure we are making the right decisions."
(Commonwealth of Australia 2016, p. 17).
Studios, such as Hipster Whale and Mighty Games (which are discussed in further detail
in Chapter 5) have attempted to employ seasonal elements of culturalisation within their
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respective games. Localisation attempts typically look to encompass iconography during
events, such as the Chinese New Year, by introducing red envelopes or adapting to
particular colour schemes. However, such localisation elements require the attention of
experts to ensure the target market won't consider such commodification of
culturalisation as "off-putting because of their cultural history" (Commonwealth of
Australia 2016, p. 17).
Researching digital game localisation allows us to examine the influence of
cultural ‘uniqueness’ and identity on the production of media texts. Carlson and Corliss
(2011) draw attention to an early case study that highlights the auto-cannibalistic nature
of economic logic within cultural production. When discussing the localisation of Wild 9, a
US game developed by Shiny Entertainment in 1998, Sony's Japanese producer requested
that the character and game design are localised through "anime style versions… to
soften the gameplay" (Carlson & Corliss 2011, p. 77; Roch 2000). The game had already
been influenced by "a range of design sensibilities cultivated by contemporary Japanese
animation" (Carlson & Corliss 2011, p. 77) upon its original production, but required
further localisation for the Japanese release. Not only has the Japanese animation style
been appropriated or 'Americanised' for US audiences, but the same appropriations must
then be further adapted to a "Japanese-friendly character localisation" (2011, p. 77). This
example speaks to the complexity of relationships between cultural and commodification
and its properties of transferal within transnational industries. Furthermore, it highlights
how local identity and unique characteristics of culture are repetitively exchanged and
repurposed within the transnational production and circulation of media products.
How then does a Western-gaming developer bring a game to the Chinese
market? Language barriers and translation are just a single layer. Developers must also
consider specific cultural tastes, nuances, and mechanisms of the target consumer - all
whilst navigating a complex and volatile censorship procedure. For Halfbrick, who saw
200 million downloads in China within the first few years of its release, partnering with
Chinese localiser and publisher iDreamSky Technology was a cheat code to unlock
unprecedented potential in the Chinese market. iDreamSky Technology is one of China’s
largest mobile-game production company, offering its expertise in localisation services,
local knowledge of China’s strict censorship protocol, and foreign distribution channels.
They are what French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu describes as cultural intermediaries –
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actors within a complex network who frame cultural products for the always-trending
tastes of consumers. To understand the potential for Australian independent games
within this phenomenal consumer domain, we must determine how Chinese consumers
come to like and purchase such media and cultural products. The key to investigating the
‘how’ is through these intermediaries, situated at the intersection of the cultural and
economic fields.
With this in mind, the aim of this project is to examine the multiple processes
undertaken by game localisers to adapt and distribute digital gaming content in China
through the lens of Bourdieu’s cultural intermediaries. This concept complements the
study of media and cultural production by focusing upon the target consumer market,
relevant power institutions, networks of actors, and the process of value formulation in
cultural production. This research will be of use to stakeholders in the Australian
independent gaming industry by highlighting the process taken in adapting a cultural
product and framing it towards a market for commercial and critical success. This will be
achieved through a combination of secondary data analysis and micro-ethnographic
research. The secondary data analysis will examine existing industry research, labour and
policy reports, as well as the games themselves. This will be supplemented through
observations of those within the gaming production and localisation industry to
understand how value is constructed in practice.
Furthermore, it is hoped that this research will be of increasing value to scholars,
practitioners, and policy makers involved in, or closely following the communication and
media fields. Documenting cultural intermediaries is crucial to understanding the sphere
of media and cultural production, particularly for new media in a transnational digital
arena. Although there is a wealth of literature on cultural intermediaries and game
localisation, little is recorded and understood about the role of localisers for the China
market, particularly in relation to local Australian producers. Game localisation research
is often centred on translation services (as discussed Chapter 2.1) rather than other
forms of localisation essential to operate within China’s censorship space and penetrate
the digital media environment. As such, this project aims to bridge this gap in academic
literature whilst contributing knowledge and understanding useful to both local and
transnational digital media industries.
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1.1.

Research Questions

1. How has the Chinese digital gaming market become appealing to Australian
developers, and how is this market unique in the global arena?
This question will explore the emergence of China’s digital gaming sector and the
Australian independent gaming industry to gain an understanding of why Australian
developers are getting their content localised. How have Chinese audiences come to
know and like imported Australian content? What is the context and circumstances that
catalysed this transnational media production, distribution, and consumption?
2. What expertise is required, and forms of value added, by ‘game localisers’ as
cultural intermediaries, when adapting Australian digital games?
What are the obstacles Australian developers must overcome to access the Chinese
market? How do Chinese gaming tastes, trends, and mechanisms differ internationally?
How is cultural value derived from localisation processes? This question will determine
the forms of professional knowledge, capital, relationships, and processes.
3. How are unique characteristics of Australia’s field of game production impacting on
the ability to distribute digital game content in China
What are the key challenges, limitations, or concerns of independent producers in
Australia? What impact does this have on the production chain? What strategies can be
employed to overcome such challenges?
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2. Literature Review
In this chapter, three key pillars of literature underpinning the present study will
be examined. The first pillar explores the field of game localisation research by detailing
chronologically how such studies have increased in attention from a range of disciplines.
Furthermore, a detailed categorisation of what constitutes both ‘localisation’ and
‘culturalisation’ is discussed via definitions used in both academia and industry. The
second pillar builds upon game localisation research by introducing Bourdieu’s notion of
the ‘cultural intermediary’ (1984); actors situated at the intersection of culture and
economic generation. Having entered the ‘network age’, globalisation has completely
transformed the circulation stage of cultural production. With this advent, new
occupations and services have emerged with considerable influence in shaping cultural
products. This section, therefore, explores such new occupations as ‘cultural
intermediaries’, and thus seeks to interpret how such actors are influencing the
production of games in Australia. Lastly, the final pillar examines how value is formulated
by new actors involved in circulation practices that are transforming cultural production
in digital economies. In this section, Bourdieu’s field theory (1993) is leveraged to explain
how various capitals are generated and transferred in the transnational game economy.
Combined, these three intellectual arenas, gaming localisation, cultural intermediaries,
and value formulation, are an academic launchpad to evoke new understandings of
transnational media exchange impacting the field of Australian game production.

2.1. Digital Game Localisation
The first section of the literature review serves as an introduction to the field of
game localisation research. Game localisation research is a recent academic field, largely
contributed to by scholars specialising in translation studies, with growing attention in
cultural and media studies. First, this explores the varying definitions of localisation and
culturalisation, which has morphed and adapted as the practice becomes more
prominent as a form of cultural work. Next, a brief history of the field of study is
provided, with special attention given to studies whose research laid foundations crucial
to the present study.
The study of game localisation has a relatively recent history in academic
literature. First recognised in the late 1990s, the growing popularity and relevancy of this
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field of study parallels innovations in game technology and its practice within trans-local
production. Pioneering contributions to this field were endeavoured by professionals in
the industry reflecting on their practice. Despite the area of study firmly centred within
Translation Studies, more recent literature expands on a growing base of empirical
research from a range of academic disciplines. This section assesses the literature of
game localisation, first by examining the definitions and categorisations of both game
localisation and culturalisation. Next, a review of published research is provided to
highlight commonalities, trends, and gaps within the field of study. Lastly, this section will
detail key areas that this research project contributes to on game localisation.

2.1.1. Localisation & Culturalisation: Definitions and Categorisation
Despite the field of game localisation research becoming increasingly more
recognised across various academic disciplines, there is consensus on what can be
considered ‘game localisation’. Carlson and Corliss, who have examined game localisation
from a media studies perspective, consider localisation products as, "translated, and they
are adapted for national regulatory boards and regional software requirements. Images,
animations, and overall design aesthetics, game mechanics and interface, narrative, and
even button mapping might be modified to accommodate the perceived differences
between regional markets" (2011, p. 64). Likewise, Minako O’Hagan, an esteemed
academic within the field describes localisation as "transforming a particular game
software into a new form, which is suitable for the target audience in a specific country
with specific cultural values and needs, including customs and traditions, language,
hardware requirements, technical infrastructure, industry and market, and legal system”
(2013, p. 19). Carme Mangiron, one of the field’s leading and early scholars, identifies
localisation as “the process of adapting a game technically, linguistically and culturally in
order to market it in different territories” (2017, p. 74). Game localisation, like any other
practice that involves cultural products and technology, has experienced rapid paradigmshifting developments in communication technology and the distribution of
entertainment products within globalised arenas. As such, and with the expansion of
game sales into target markets becoming increasingly competitive, content becomes
more systematically adapted to local traditions, customs, and rules. The nature of games
becoming progressively more ‘culturalised’ beyond simple translations has sparked a
keen interest within the field of study on ‘culturalisation’.
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Culturalisation refers to the actions and practices used within the game industry
to further connect a source text with the target market. As games and their distribution
have become more complex, so too has the use of culturalisation to adapt a game to a
target market. Thayer and Kolko (2005) first defined culturalisation as the use of
‘blending’ within game localisation to translate narratives that are specific to the original
language or culture. Whilst Di Marco (2007) described culturalisation as the adaptation of
sound and visual elements from one culture to another. Fung defines culturalisation as
the next step after localisation by “making a more fundamental examination of a game’s
assumptions and choices, and then assesses the viability of those creative choices in both
the global, multicultural marketplace as well as in specific locales." (2012, p. 1). More
recent definitions of culturalisation reflect the complex nuances involved in current
practice by not referring explicitly to audio or graphics, but rather how culturalisation
deepens the connection between a consumer and the text (Chandler 2014). Although
notions of what is considered culturalisation has developed in parallel to advancements
in game production and consumption technology, there are key variables to consider
when one culturalises.
Edwards, a career localiser and early scholar in the field of study to recognise and
publish extensively on culturalisation, outlines four key variables to consider during the
culturalisation process (2011, 2012, 2014, 2016):


History: localisers and developers must ensure that content is historically
accurate, as representations of history are a particularly sensitive issue for local
markets



Religion and Traditions: The representation of religious beliefs and traditions, or
elements that are incompatible with such beliefs are likewise highly contentious.



Ethnicity and Cultural Friction: In addition to the previous two variables, cultural
values and ethnicity must also be considered when adapting a product.
Misrepresentations of either ethnicity or culture can appear stereotypical and of
negative connotation.



Geopolitical Imaginations: Representation of geopolitical issues, such as
sovereignty or territorial disputes, must also be considered during the
culturalisation process. Content that misrepresents such concerns can even be
considered illegal in some states and nations.
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Edward’s four variables serve as a crucial starting point for developers and localisers of
the type included in the present study to consider during the adaptation of a game for a
target market. Furthermore, Edward’s notion of culturalisation isn’t only used within the
industry, but rather has considerable application within academia (Consalvo 2012;
Haugland 2018; Kerr 2017; Mandiberg 2015). Each variable dictates what professionals
must address to ensure their product doesn’t receive backlash in the target market.
The degree to which localisation and culturalisation can be broken down and
categorised is both contested and continuously outdated. Firstly, such categorisations are
acknowledged and contributed to by scholars from various disciplines or industry
professionals with differing backgrounds. As such, it is ubiquitous in such categorisations
whereby certain localisation/culturalisation procedures are simplified. Specific
localisation and culturalisation practices can also be more prevalent or completely absent
based on game genre and the medium in which it is played on. Furthermore, both
localisation and culturalisation are forms of creative production, and due to the rapid
developments within gaming technology, spurred on by increasing international
distribution within highly competitive transnational markets, new strategies are
produced and practiced. Below are four commonly referred to categorisations of both
localisation and culturalisation practices. Although industry practitioners don’t usually
approach these types of practices from such theoretical contexts, the conceptualisation
of their field is nonetheless relevant to what they do.
In Fung’s guide to ‘Best Practices for Game Localisation’, divisions are made
between ‘Reactive’ and ‘Proactive Culturalisation’, and ‘Localisation & Internationalism’
(2012) . Fung describes ‘Reactive Culturalisation’ as content which becomes viable for the
target market without disruptive issues (assumedly those related to information
technology). ‘Localisation and Internationalisation’ addresses when content undergoes
“’typical’ localisation to allow the game to be understood” (2012, p. 1). Here, it is
assumed that by ‘typical’, Fung is referring to text translation. Lastly, ‘Proactive
Culturalisation’ refers to locale-specific elements that are adapted towards the target
market, so it becomes relevant. The limitation to this type of categorisation is that it fails
to adequately elucidate which specific practices fit each categorisation – for instance, are
we to presume that ‘typical’ localisation refers to basic language translation?
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Karin Cederskoog, a game localisation specialist outside of the academic
community, produced a similar categorisation by dividing such practices into ‘simple
localisation’, ‘partial culturalisation’, and ‘full culturalisation’ (2012). Simple localisation
refers to basic language translation, changes to the user interface, and audio. Partial
culturalisation addresses changes and adaptations towards graphical assets, music,
characters, and plot. Lastly, full culturalisation includes comprehensive changes to all
elements that comprise a game. The limitation of this type of categorisation is that even
something as seemingly arbitrary like 'basic language translation' has various degrees of
culturalisation. Is it literally translated? Or 'transcreated' (O'Hagan & Mangiron 2006) to
elucidate a similar emotional response to the source text? Or perhaps contextualised to
provide the target market context to the source text? Or just completed omitted to
resolve any foreseeable issues? Furthermore, must every aspect of a text be 100 percent
adapted for the target market before it is considered full culturalisation? Such questions
highlight the complexity of where localisation ends and culturalisation begins, so much so
that Cederskoog acknowledges that “these divisions are somewhat arbitrary and were
chosen to make it easy to conceptualise the overall process” (2012).
A more comprehensive categorisation of localisation and culturalisation was
devised by O’Hagan and Manigron (2013) and adopted in a later study by Dong and
Mangiron (2018). In their article, ‘Journey to the East: Cultural adaption of video games
for the Chinese market’, Dong and Mangiron (2018) determine that cultural adaption, in
the form of localisation and culturalisation, takes place on a micro and macro level. The
micro level “refers to textual changes made to the in-game text, the script and

dialogues, the text in graphics, and printed materials” (2018, p. 151). Whereas the
macro level “can affect the overall design of the game, such as the game mechanics,
graphics, character design, and the story line.” (2018, p. 151). The benefit of viewing
the practice of localisation/culturalisation in this sense is that with developments in game
production and technology, efforts to adapt such elements can easily be recognised on a
micro/macro basis. For instance, absent from Dong & Mangiron’s (2018) study is how
monetisation has intrinsically motivated forms of localisation/culturalisation practice,
and therefore easily recognised within a micro or macro capacity. It is the view of this
author that O’Hagan and Mangiron’s micro and macro levels of localisation (2013) are
the preferred method to categorise the practice of localisation and culturalisation and,
therefore, applied regularly throughout this research project. A more detailed
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exploration of macro and micro levels can be viewed in Chapter 4, whereby such
categorisation is rigorously discussed in relation to localised games in China.
The final approach often employed in academic research on game localisation,
and commonly used by industry professionals, is to consider game localisation within a
‘domestication’ and ‘foreignisation’ frame. Domestication refers to when cultural
elements that are significant from the source culture are culturalised with the intention
of producing a game more closely aligned to culture of the target market. Foreignisation,
rather, is to retain elements specific to the source culture in order to ensure “the
atmosphere and flavour of the source culture are recreated in the target culture by the
translator, thus preserving the foreign characteristics of the game in the localised
version” (Hui Teo & Tjahjadi 2018, p. 45). Domestication and foreignisation serve as
descriptors for a game overall, and therefore specific instances of localisation practice are
not easily labelled under either term. Therefore, this frame of examining games can be
used to describe the game in its entirety, whilst micro and macro levels are utilised in
tandem to comment on specific elements of localisation. The decision to take either
approach is solely up to the localisation team and/or game developers, and can be
influenced by the game genre, medium on which it is played, and target market. As
acknowledged by Dong and Mangiron, “when localising a game for the Chinese market, a
domestication approach is often taken and a strong emphasis is placed on cultural
adaptation” (2018, p. 162).
Figure 2.1 below groups each similar method of categorisation as provided above
under the umbrella term of ‘localisation’.
‘Localisation’ Umbrella
Simple localisation

Partial

Full

Culturalisation

Culturalisation

Foreignisation
Localisation &
Internationalisation
Micro
Figure 2.1 The ‘Localisation’ Umbrella.
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Domestication
Proactive Culturalisation
Macro

Although It has been demonstrated that both localisation and culturalisation
have separate definitions, there is no acknowledgement within the academic community,
or a clear delineation within labour forces, that separate those who localise and those
who 'culturalise'. Therefore, throughout the course of the present study it can be
assumed that when referring to localisers, such industry professionals’ practice a blend of
both localisation and culturalisation.

2.1.2. Game Localisation: History of the Field of Study
Research concerning game localisation is relatively recent, having grown with
attention and affinity within the academic community from the mid-2000s. Perhaps one
reason why the field has received growing attention is because the practice of
localisation has become more prevalent within the circulation process due to globalised
digital platforms, thus seemingly lowering the barrier to distribute content
internationally. Interestingly, as Mangiron noted in their recent literature review on the
history of game localisation research (2017), the academic discipline of games studies (or
ludology) has effectively ignored the practice of localisation. Rather, such research has
primarily been published in either English or Spanish journals, largely from a translation
studies perspective. Below is a review of key articles and scholars within game
localisation research. This review will address commonalities and trends within the field,
whilst also detailing gaps that serve as key focus areas for this research project.
According to Mangiron (2017), the early days of game localisation research are
from 1999-2005. During this period, industry professionals directly involved in the
practice of localisation were documenting their work in industry magazines and
periodicals as the production and distribution of games and gaming devices became
increasingly globalised. Dietz was one of these early pioneers, who in 1999 published an
article that discussed the professional practice of translation as a form of localisation
within gaming (1999). This was followed up with articles by Grant (2001) and Scholand
(2002), both English/German translators with a focus on legal issues and age ratings in
Germany, and prominent features of translating in games respectively. This period also
saw the field’s first article on the localisation of Japanese games with Mangiron’s study
on the RPG Final Fantasy (2004). Although amongst the first to be published on the
localisation of Japanese games, this topic within localisation research has become
increasingly popular. In a similar vein, at DiGRA Zhou and Kolko (2005) discussed the
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localisation of digital games with China as a case study by examining successful and failed
foreign games. Not until China emerged as a leading global gaming market in the early
2010s would it receive more academic attention in this field. In 2005, Chandler – another
professional working within the game development industry, published the first
handbook on localisation (2005). The handbook, which comprises of firsthand accounts
and interviews with industry members, aims to provide some insight into creating
localised content by outlining processes in the planning, production, and concluding
stage. This period demonstrates how localisation research, whilst in its infancy, was
largely contributed to by industry professionals seeking acknowledgement within both
the game industry and academic community for their cultural work. Furthermore, it
explains why game localisation research has a predominate focus within translation
studies, and on language translations.
Although such articles were published prior to the digitisation of gaming, the
practice of localisation began far earlier. From the late 1970s, Japanese games such as
Pac-Man were being translated for US consumers (Mangiron & O'Hagan 2006). Early
forms of localisation, in the form of language translations, was inhibited by a limited
amount of processing capacity. For instance, during the translation of Final Fantasy VI,
the English text was continually cut down and shortened (Kohler 2016). Although much
attention is given to Japan/US translations, early localisation practices have been
documented outside of this common exchange. According to Švelch, games have been
locally appropriated in Czechoslovakia since the 1980s (2013). Despite localisers
themselves being early contributors to the field of research, the gap between its practice
within the gaming industry and recognition in academia reveals how this important
process in transnational media production has largely gone unnoticed. Furthermore, the
literature at the time would indicate that localisation mainly centred between English
and Japanese content, however, this is not the case.
Remarked by Mangiron (2017) as ‘Year 1’, 2006 was the first instance of multiple
articles on game localisation published within academia. Mangiron and O’Hagan (2006)
produced a seminal article that outlined core features of game localisation, as well as
coining the term ‘transcreation’ to refer to the degree of creative authority possessed by
translators in articulating cultural nuance when translating content. Bernal-Merino,
another leading scholar in the field, drew attention to the jargon used within the industry
(2006). Dietz (2006) returned during this year with a study that outlined a framework for
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translators undertaking game localisation whilst also addressing common challenges
unique to games as a text. This year also saw the first instance where game localisation
was explored from an interdisciplinary perspective. Consalvo (2006) highlighted how the
console industry and its rising popularity are a product of both Japanese and US business
culture. Interestingly, by the mid-2000s technological advancements in gaming hardware
allowed text to be captured in ASCII strings rather than in picture format, whilst gaming
dialogue in the form of audio became commonplace. As both PC and console gaming
penetrated markets globally, AAA studios with blockbuster titles sought international
releases – thus game localisation became both highly valued and complex. One such
example that highlights the intricate nature of localisation practices is the release of
Fable II by Lionhead studios for Microsoft. The localisation of the game into five
languages required 270 actors and 130 personnel (Chandler & Deming 2011), comprising
of 420,000 words and 48,000 audio files per language (Kerr 2017). Despite the field of
localisation becoming increasingly documented in both academia and industry journals in
‘Year 1’, examples of the exhaustive localisation processes involved in games such as
Fable II were published several years later, and are another indicator that localisation
research fell behind industry trends and development. As Dietz writes, “the multibilliondollar industry launches hundreds of titles every year, many of which are localised for
foreign markets. Yet the process of game localisation remains a mystery for many
translators, translation agencies and members of game development teams” (2005, p.
20).
With the emergence of smartphones and mobile gaming, academic interest in
game localisation steadily increased with scholars from both Translation Studies and
other disciplines, such as Culture, Media, and Computer Science Studies, thus
demonstrating the new relevancy and growing importance of localisation to both the
game industry and academia. During this period, two special issues on game localisation
were published in Tradumatica (Mangiron 2007) and TRANS (Bernal-Merino 2011).
Furthermore, the first academic conference on game localisation, 'Fun for All: Translation
and Accessibility Practices in Video Games' was held in 2010 in Spain, a conference that
primarily centres on translation. In this phase, common research themes also emerged.
O’Riada (2007) examined key figures within the localisation industry with a focus towards
Europe and North America, whilst Bernal-Merino conducted a video interview with Sony
Computer Entertainment Europe for Journal of Specialised Translation (2009). Both
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Bernal-Merino (2007) and Dietz (2008) addressed the skills required to professionally
localise, whilst others contributed towards: localisation processes (Loureiro 2007),
required training (Bernal-Merino 2008; Vela Valido 2011), and also management of
labour within localisation (Bartelt-Krantz 2011; Zhou 2011). It was also during this phase
that studies on the localisation of Japanese and US games was grounded as a commonly
occurring theme, particularly due to the attention given by O’Hagan (2012; 2009, 2011)
and Mangiron (2010, 2012), in addition to Jayemanne (2009) who interviewed three
Japanese localisers, and Schules (2012) on the complexity of localising Japanese RPGs.
It was also during the rise of mobile gaming that initial studies examined
localisation relevant to China, culturalisation, and localisers as intermediaries. As China
began to emerge as a leading gaming market globally, Zhang (2012) explored how
censorship is treated within the process of digital game localisation in China prior to the
recent changes to regulations affecting game publication and distribution, whilst also
detailing the “extent to which censorship influences game localisation in practice” (2012,
p. 338). This seminal article, which is discussed in further detail in Chapter 4, provides
one of the most in-depth understandings of Chinese censorship operations on digital
games to date. Both Di Marco (2007) and Edwards (2011, 2012) draw attention to the
growing practice of culturalisation, as spurred on by simpler production processes and
distribution networks of mobile gaming. Lastly, Carlson and Corliss (2011) adopt a
cultural studies perspective to localisation by exploring complications of authority and
power of localisers as intermediaries who filter and adapt content towards global target
markets. The growing attention towards China, culturalisation, and new occupations
within the game production process indicate that academic literature was catching up
with industry developments - yet absent in such discussions is an in-depth exploration of
actual processes. One reason for this is that localisation practices have become marred
by competitive secrecy, thus proving difficult to obtain “materials and research data due
to the confidential nature of the industry” (Mangiron 2017, p. 90). As it happens, and as
Chapter 5 highlights, the expression of this very sentiment was observed during the
present study’s research process.
To date, the field of research primarily concerns empirical evidence studies,
however, a greater range of topics and disciplinary perspectives have emerged. Attention
within the academic community has certainly amplified with several special issues in
international journals, books, and a plethora of academic articles published across a
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range of themes. Most relevant to the present study is research concerning
culturalisation and China, which has received greater attention recently. Mandiberg
(2014) explored localisation and diaspora of the Chinese community, whilst Dong and
Mangiron (2018), as previously addressed, examine the various means of localising
games for the Chinese market. There were also calls for the practice of localisation to
become more embedded within early stages of game development by Bernal-Merino
(2016), due to the demands and expectation of culturalisation by consumers. This
demand has been spurred on by significant transformations in game distribution. The
advent of digital gaming systematically changed how games were produced, circulated,
and played. As games become digitised and distributed via platforms, business models
relying on a free-mium model surged. As Kerr notes, the transition “from games as a
service has changed many elements of their job. Now games need constant updating
until the game stops being supported. Every time there is an update or an extension
there is more localisation” (Kerr 2017). The current dependency on localisation within
modern game production and circulation processes has seemingly sparked greater
interest from a range of disciplines seeking to document the impact of this practice
within transnational media exchanges.

2.1.3. Game Localisation Research in Australia
The scope of research within game localisation is predominately geared towards
descriptive translation, as many of the leading scholars and contributors to this field are
based in translation studies and have professional backgrounds in translating games.
Although such highly valued work has set a foundation for more research, it is crucial that
attention is given to this area of study from a variety of disciplines. On the
interdisciplinary nature of current research, Mangiron contends that this has been
approached primarily within "Game Studies, Media Studies and Cultural Studies… [as] all
these disciplines can shed light on how game localisation works and contribute to a
better understanding of the discipline that can, in turn, contribute to improving industry
practices." (2017, p. 82). Many scholars have also called to attention a variety of
significant research gaps, which the present study endeavours to fill. Firstly, there is very
limited explorations of game localisation viewed from a sociological or cultural
perspective. Mangiron acknowledges that “little is known, for example, about the field of
game localisation in Bourdieusian terms, and the dynamic and complex relationships
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between the different agents, due to the confidential nature of the industry” (2017, p.
88). This research project leverages the sociological framework of Bourdieu’s cultural
intermediaries (1984) and value (1990a) in order to elucidate findings on the network
relationships and associated forms of labour and decision-making made by localisers.
Such explorations are detailed commonly throughout this project, particularly in Chapter
5. Furthermore, Mangiron contends that the field of study would benefit from textual
analysis "in order to try to detect trends and regularities and lead to the analysis of
translation norms in game localisation" (2017, p. 87). This is, as previously mentioned,
due to the difficulty of obtaining research materials within an industry subscribed to
confidentiality. Due to the chronic challenges of textual analysis in games research
(discussed in detail in Chapter 3), the present study consequently undertakes nonparticipant observation at Australian game industry events. As also discussed in greater
detail in Chapter 3, the purpose of this methodology is to explicate findings on current
localisation practices and its implications within the sphere of game production.
One of the key aims of the present study is to further contribute to the current
scope of game localisation research from a media studies perspective. Although the field
of study has become increasingly relevant as the practice of game localisation has
transitioned to a service, the core base of research is centred within translation studies.
This would indicate why most studies are typically fixed towards the left-side of the
‘Localisation Umbrella’, and thus centred on micro elements of cultural adaption. The
present study will expand on current gaps in the literature as outlined above in order to
draw new insights as a launch pad for further contributions from a Media Studies lens.

2.2. Cultural Intermediaries – An analysis of the concept within Gaming
This section explores the second pillar of literature, that of Bourdieu’s notion of
the ‘cultural intermediary’ within cultural, social, and media studies. First, Bourdieu’s
interpretation from Distinction (1984) is analysed in tandem with its application in recent
Media Studies literature. This is followed by exploring seminal articles that examine
cultural intermediaries in indie game production. The final section draws attention to
relevant criticism and disputes in cultural intermediary literature and serves as a
justification for why this concept is relevant to game localisation research. Examining
game localisers as cultural intermediaries deepens our understanding of the prevalent
influence such actors have on game production and circulation processes in Australia.
18 | P a g e

2.2.1. Bourdieu and Critiques of the ‘Cultural Intermediary’
Upon investigating the audience reception of imported television products,
Kuipers (2011) found that television buyers, as ‘cultural intermediaries’, were crucial
‘agents’ with a decisive role positioned at the intersection of culture and the market. The
term ‘Cultural Intermediaries’ was first conceptualised by French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (1984). Distinction
introduces the term to describe the “taste makers” and “need merchants” (1984) – an
emerging profession within the sphere of cultural production tasked with framing the
production of cultural goods to consumer tastes. Bourdieu’s concept paid attention to
the key ‘supporting actors’ in the grand narrative of how culture becomes increasingly
commodified, where professionals construct and establish the value of cultural goods by
framing how consumers engage with them. Such goods are not just limited to material
products, but also extend to “services, ideas and behaviours” (Smith Maguire &
Matthews 2012a, p. 552). The production of digital games involves “a wide number of
actors with varying levels of access to both the commodities being produced and the
capital needed to produce them” (Nichols 2013, p. 34). Therefore, the influence of such
actors on the production of games, in the form of ‘services, ideas and behaviours’ is of
great significance, as video games “draw on a wide network of cultural production for
creation, reproduction of cultural capital, and the legitimacy of the forms taken” (Nichols
2013, p. 34).
Bourdieu’s notion of cultural intermediaries sparked an academic interest
towards understanding the complex networks and relationships of production and
consumption in a period of cultural hierarchy disruption, previously dominated by the
upper-class and social elites. Such interest has evolved this notion from the sphere of
production and consumption to the interrelation of culture and economy (Du Gay 2004;
Smith Maguire & Matthews 2012a, 2012b), where cultural intermediaries are the market
actors who construct ‘value’ by mediating the process of how cultural goods are
perceived and consumed. As such, cultural intermediaries are professionals fixed at the
intersection of the cultural and economic fields, whereby their expertise lies in their
access and capability to generate both economic and cultural capital. This concept has
been adopted to investigate a wide range of occupations in the cultural and media
industry, such as: advertising (Kelly 2014; Olsen 2008), branding (Moor 2014), PR (Curtin
& Gaither 2007; Hodges & Edwards 2014), arts promotion (Durrer & O’Brien 2013, 2014),
19 | P a g e

fashion (Skov 2014), journalism (Bourdieu 1984; Smith Maguire & Matthews 2010),
clothing (Larner & Molloy 2009; Pettinger 2014), food and drink (Bourdieu 1984; Ocejo
2014) and gaming (Love 2018; Parker et al. 2018).
As the concept of cultural intermediaries has been widely explored in various
cultural occupations, presently there is still debate regarding what defines a ‘cultural
intermediary’ that extends far from Bourdieu’s original conception. What is commonly
agreed upon is that they must be employed in value creation, and recognised by their
expertise in crafting ‘taste’ to be considered ‘legitimate’ (Callon et al. 2002; Matthews &
Smith Maguire 2014). This is key to understanding the significance and relevancy of
researching cultural intermediaries. This concept complements the present study of
cultural and media production and provides insight into the ever-growing focus on
consumer markets, power institutions, the process of cultural and media production, and
the construction of value. As Smith Maguire and Matthews state, such research
investigates “cultural economic processes, and the political dimensions of the market as
culture” (2012a, p. 559). Investigating such market actors and the tangible processes in
which they formulate cultural value, whilst disrupting and constructing established
tastes, is a key aspect in the sphere of cultural and gaming production.
Although Bourdieu’s notion of cultural intermediaries in Distinction has been
highly acclaimed in cultural studies academia, the concept was initially applied within a
static context. Bourdieu examined the concept through the lens of 1970s France, during a
period of an emerging middle-class and disruption of social hierarchies. The benefits and
opportunities of post-war capitalism saw this emerging social class pursuing prestige
through accruing various forms of capital. This period also experienced profound
developments in the labour market, resulting in a growing availability of disposable
income and rapid production of cultural goods (Lash & Urry 1994). Distinction highlighted
the emergence of the ’petite bourgeois’, a division in the middle class who found
employment in producing symbolic products. Bourdieu’s interest in this emerging class
was founded in “the processes by which social stratification is reproduced, vis-a-vis forms
of economic and cultural capital, and the pursuit of social prestige” (Smith Maguire 2014,
p. 15). The ‘petite bourgeois’ were situated in a position where many had similar social
origins, cultural practices, and access to educational capital that enabled the
development of establishing tastes and trends, and consequently, consumer markets
(Bourdieu 1984). This class embraced popular aesthetic forms “to commit themselves to
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activities intended to achieve cultural self-betterment” (Weininger 2003, p. 94). This
resulted in the mimetic isomorphism of the dominant class, the social elitists, and
culture; formulating cultural intermediary occupations informed by a new economy
“whose functioning depends as much on the production of needs and consumers as on
the production of goods” (Bourdieu 1984, p. 310).
Cultural intermediaries are the new economy’s ‘taste makers’, a “match-maker
between people and things” (Smith Maguire 2014, p. 15). A deconstruction of the roles of
the ‘taste-maker’ and their presence in the gaming industry is provided in Chapter 5.
Although certain occupations and their impact vary within the culture-economy field,
cultural intermediaries act as a “transmission belt” (Bourdieu 1984, p. 161), adapting a
cultural product to a target market with the aim of influencing consumer need towards
their own tastes. Their role in cultural production is a hefty one – by creating “the
conditions for consumers to identify their tastes in goods” (Smith Maguire 2014, p. 21)
they are constructing an unparalleled relationship between the producer and consumer.
It is in building this relationship, and the trends suited to the target market, that
stakeholders’ profit. In the context of 1970s France, where the pursuit of social prestige
was a key aim of the ‘petite bourgeoisie’, cultural intermediaries eased the anxieties of
class mobility in consumers by bridging the gap between class hierarchies through
culture. The pursuit of social prestige isn’t the only aim of cultural intermediaries. Just
like many other merchants of the bourgeois class, their pursuit of economic capital is
realised by “adding monetary value, acting as a bridge, bringing goods to market" (Perry
et al. 2015, p. 5). The act of adapting or ‘bridging’ triggers the disruption of established
cultural tastes held by the dominant class. Consequently, the result is the construction of
new ‘tastes’ mimicking those of a high social class that is affordable by those outside of
the social elite status. This has become commonly known within cultural intermediary
research as ‘framing’, as Bourdieu states, “cultural intermediaries frame goods and
practices so that they appear to the consumer to ‘go together’ with his or her taste”
(1984, p. 232).
More recent literature on cultural intermediaries has determined three core
aspects to be a successful ‘taste maker’. These are framing, expertise, and impact (Smith
Maguire & Matthews 2012a). Framing, where goods are adapted to the needs of the
consumer, is ultimately determined by the location of the cultural intermediary within
the commodity chain and is influenced by their relations and involvement with other
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network actors (social capital). This is a key point investigated in the present study,
whereby localisers are situated between the developer and the consumer within the
commodity chain. Expertise refers to the professionalism and legitimacy of their
occupation. Bourdieu describes this on two fronts (1990a). The first is the sphere of the
culturally legitimate, where the cultural intermediary’s role is established by their cultural
and economic capital, and legitimised in their social standing of the occupational field.
The development of such specialist roles is a direct reflection of their knowledge and is
ensured by their capability. The second front is the sphere of the legitimisable. Their
inner knowledge of consumer need and skill to popularise trends and tastes further
establishes their authority as a legitimate and necessary actor in the commodity chain
(Bourdieu 1990a). Possessing this expertise is essential to ensure the “strategic migration
of restricted culture into the field of large-scale production” (Smith Maguire 2014, p. 21).
Lastly, a cultural intermediary, by relying on their expertise, ensures that the framing of a
cultural good has a successful impact within the market. This impact isn’t by making a
product, service, or idea successful, but by constructing a new taste that attracts
consumers.
As taste makers, Smith Maguire and Matthews argue that cultural intermediaries
frame goods in the form of "products, services, ideas, [and] behaviours" (Smith Maguire
& Matthews 2012a, p. 554). Empirical research on cultural intermediaries has a
predominate focus on investigating the framing process from a downstream perspective whereby attention is given to the service work directed at the consumer (Negri et al.
2005; Smith Maguire 2014; Smith Maguire & Matthews 2012a). Such research examines
the roles of the 'intermediaries' at the tail end of the commodity chain, such as sales
workers (Pettinger 2014) and retailers (Baker 2012). However, recent cultural
intermediary research on gaming lends a new perspective by identifying the role of indie
gaming event facilitators as ‘framers’ who curate games for events, thus legitimising such
works in mass culture, yet they are not necessarily involved in the transaction phase of
the commodity chain (Love 2018; Parker et al. 2018). Framing, therefore, becomes an
essential component of the product’s supply chain, where a network of actors project
their influence on the product at various stages, thus formulating its market value.
A leading example of this in the media industry was captured by Kuipers (2011), who
examined the formation of a transnational TV network comprised of its own standards
and content by agents in France, Italy, Poland, and the Netherlands. Kuipers noted the
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importance of television buyers as cultural intermediaries, whose expertise was
paramount to framing transnational practices and standards for national cultural fields.
The role of television buyers and the process in which content was sought and adapted
for national television stations was crucial to influencing transnational cultural exchange.
Considering the uncertainty of television, with high investment and potential for
commercial failure, television buyers must "find the right balance between innovation
and similarity" (2011 p. 553). Similarly, digital game localisers must carefully balance an
approach to foreignisation or domestication to ensure the digital game is received well in
the target market. Cultural intermediaries are therefore central actors to the emergence
of new trends within their respective space. Kuipers’ research readjusts beyond
Bourdieu's notion of class or social prestige as the key pursuit for cultural intermediaries,
but rather demonstrates how the framing of cultural products, or 'taste making', is
undoubtedly economic driven. As cultural intermediaries frame tastes at various points,
this "locates them at a point further 'upstream' from the end consumer" (Smith Maguire
& Matthews 2012a, p. 555). This is disputed by many who also consider those at the
direct point-of-sale as framers. Pettinger (2014) extends the cultural intermediary term
to sales workers within the fashion industry, who contribute to the production of value
whilst providing a direct-to-consumer taste-making exchange. This perspective places
cultural intermediaries more towards a mediator role within the cultural and economic
field, rather than experts. This perspective, however, rarely considers expertise as
another core aspect.
The expertise of a cultural intermediary differentiates them from competitors, as
their claim to authority in the framing of goods relies upon its legitimacy. And expertise is
definitely a key element within the gaming development realm. Smith Maguire and
Matthews (2012a) argue that expertise can be distinguished into two forms: professional,
whereby qualifications and cultural capital (insight of market and its requirements for
success) are leveraged; and personal, as subjective preferences and social status are
utilised to signify expertise. Cultural intermediaries don’t only possess either the former
or the latter, but rather an interrelation of the two formulates ‘expertise’. This
interrelation is highlighted in Ocejo's research on mixologists, as their claim to expertise
is through qualification (knowledge through accreditation or experience) and
understanding of consumer needs through trends and salability (Ocejo 2012; Smith
Maguire & Matthews 2012a). This was highlighted by Bourdieu in Distinction, as he insists
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that an expertise of food and drink is essential for a cultural intermediary as it is an
indicator of both class and social status (1984). Likewise, in research on television buyers,
Kuipers noted that such expertise is demonstrated in their ability to comprehend cultural
nuances that can cross transnational borders, whilst also demonstrating fluency in
foreign languages to develop key contacts (2011). Such expertise, of both professional
and personal aspects, is determined by the ability to "read [a] market of receivers,
appraise aesthetic worth or potential, [and] identify with the brand" (Smith Maguire and
Matthews 2012a, p. 557). Examining the professionalism and legitimacy of cultural
intermediaries has become a core component of research as such “professionalisation
strategies remain central to analysing cultural intermediary occupations and the
strategies by which they accomplish and reinforce their intended impact" (Smith Maguire
2014, p. 9).
Successful cultural intermediaries are also determined by how the framing of
their work has directly impacted the value of the product whilst stimulating consumer
need and attachment to ‘tastes’. Therefore, cultural intermediaries must consistently
‘legitimise’ their occupation to be perceived as an essential and required component
within the sphere of cultural production. To achieve this, not only is framing and
expertise imperative, but also measuring the impact of their taste-making and value
formulation capabilities. Impact can be measured in two directions. In a downstream
direction, via adapting a cultural product for their target market. This direct framing for
the end consumer generates economic and cultural capital for the commodity chain,
whilst demonstrating their ability to reproduce cultural products. However, in an
upstream direction, they must validate their service through the construction of cultural
legitimacy within cultural production by establishing "notions of trendiness, authenticity,
[and] morality.." (Smith Maguire & Matthews 2012a, p. 559). Failure to do so would see
their occupation as a cultural intermediary within the commodity chain as redundant,
and therefore of little ‘value’. Examining the impact, and to a further extent, their
success, requires analysing several outcomes: generating economic wealth and cultural
power for clients; reproducing a trendy product or service; developing relationships with
key contacts; and establishing tastes towards consumer need (Kuipers 2014).
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2.2.2. Cultural Intermediaries & Indie Game Production
The last few years has seen a small spike in ethnographic research regarding indie
game production and consumption through the Bourdieusian lens of Cultural
Intermediaries (Love 2018; Parker et al. 2018; Whitson 2018; Whitson et al. 2018). One
explanation for the uplift in academic interest may be because of the growth of indie
gaming globally. In Parker et al. research on Megabooth, a showcase event for indie
games in Canada, the impact of event facilitators as a cultural intermediary isn’t limited
to ascribing “legitimacy and value to specific games and developers” but also the
“logistical and brokerage activities” (2018 p. 1953) required to influence local and
transnational gaming culture. Megabooth, as such, provides a platform which enables
relationship-building between the producers (indie developers) and consumers
(prospective investors and customers), directly facilitating cultural and media production.
By disrupting cultural hierarchies and constructing consumer tastes, cultural
intermediaries “contribute to the wider reproduction of ‘legitimacy’ as a dominant
convention… expanding [the] definition of culture itself” (Smith Maguire & Matthews
2012a, p. 559). Megabooth’s role in establishing and popularising a gaming showcase
event continually reproduces indie culture as ‘legitimate’ and a ‘dominant convention’,
demonstrating their capability and value as a cultural intermediary in this space.
Furthermore, as showcase curators, Megabooth must select and allocate gaming content
that best fits the ‘taste’ they wish to construct and establish. By doing so, they “impact
upon notions of what, and thereby who, is legitimate, desirable and worthy, and thus by
definition what and who is not" (Hesmondhalgh 2006, p. 552). Megabooth also
represents a modern conceptualisation of the ‘cultural intermediary’. Whilst still
challenging social hierarchies and established cultural tastes, as devised by Bourdieu
(1984), modern cultural intermediaries are igniting the neoliberal creative industry
machine – where cultural and media production is dictated by generating cultural capital
to be exchanged for economic value (O'Connor 2015).
Love’s (2018) interpretation of cultural intermediaries within the indie gaming
community relies heavily on the concepts and principles notably recognised by Smith
Maguire & Matthews (2014). In Love's interpretation of the cultural intermediary, any
organisation or role that facilitates decision-making is expressed as an intermediary. Just
as Parker et al. (2018) determine in their study of Megabooth, Love states that event
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facilitators of indie gaming conferences act as intermediaries due to their expertise in
"promoting value through their selection (and thus filtering) of media for their events"
(2018, p. 72). Despite the deep exploration into social play and event facilitation, Love
omits Bourdieu's concept of 'Cultural Intermediaries', and rather draws more upon the
notion that many occupations and institutions are an intermediary.
Perhaps one of the most relevant studies to the present investigation was by
Whitson et al. (2018). Through a large ethnographic study of indie game developers in
North America, Whitson et al. determined that the small-scale production models of
indie development teams have highlighted that the role of the producer is "redistributed
in the form of cultural entrepreneurship, cultural intermediation and relation labour"
(2018, p. 1). Those interviewed advised that the role of the producer is seen within indie
game development as "lacking 'real' skills" (2018, p. 6). Research by Whitson et al. has
provided a profound insight into the evolving dynamics of labour relations and processes
within game production, and as such highlights the importance of cultural intermediary
labour sought within transnational practices, such as localising. The loss of the producer
requires the inhouse team to not only create original content, but also manage
production, distribution, and marketing. This observation signals a clear division of
cultural work and roles, as occupations that are more closely aligned with profit
maximising are rejected by small indie studios and communities as this challenges the
ethos of the community. This is resonated in Whitson et al. as indie producers
interviewed were less concerned with “growing a studio in scale or profit… [and more]
with the simple capacity to ‘keep on keeping on’” (2018, p. 7). A similar sentiment was
observed by Keogh in the Australian indie gaming community, whereby “individuals take
on a wide-reaching and ambiguous range of creative and business responsibilities that do
not easily fit within the accepted categories provided by the field’s dominant industrial
dispositions” (2019, p. 6). In both cases, it would appear that the community instead
encourages the ethos of 'creation for the sake of creation' - or more closely aligned with
'art for art's sake' amongst Bourdieu's field of cultural production, as the value of the
games created by indie producers is less about the accumulation of economic capital, but
rather steered towards cultivating cultural capital and thus esteem within the
community.
This ‘missing middle’ of work, outside of the skillset of the 'indie triad'
(designer/programmer/artist) can be outsourced to cultural intermediaries to "support,
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share knowledge across and stabalise a geographically distributed ecosystem of small
studios" (Whitson et al. 2018, p. 9). Whitson et al. also argue that indie developers
themselves have become intermediaries as they "interface between the team and the
large games ecosystem, connecting to other teams, fans, consumers, funding agencies
and their party providers" (p. 2018, p. 10). Whitson et al.'s argument is more consistent
with Smith and Maguire's interpretation of the modern intermediary - someone, or an
occupation, that positions itself as "a match-maker between people and things" (Smith
and Maguire, 2014, p. 6).
Developers that take on a jack-of-all-trade role within the game production cycle
may be situated in a unique network position within the process of cultural production. If
we were to consider the key dimensions of Bourdieu's cultural intermediary as
conceptualised by Smith Maguire (2014), a more profound understanding of how the
'juggling hat' indie developer's role of cultural intermediary may have less to do with the
cultural product, but more so to do with an influence on new divisions of cultural labour
within the media production process. Indie developers are certainly surveying a 'new
economy', in the sense that indie game production has seen explosive growth in the last
decade compared to the relatively established economy of AAA video game production.
Although developers in both indie and mainstream production are producing a ‘game’,
the required roles of labour for an indie game developer compared to a big studio
developer have stark contrasts. Due to the differences in the production process, the
expertise of such positions is more fluid - comprising of a myriad of interweaving skills,
roles, and expertise that could otherwise be performed with far greater efficiency and
accomplishment by experts of that domain.
It would be contentious to label the occupation as a cultural intermediary, as the
'juggling hat' indie developer does not always adapt a cultural product to a target market
that influences their consumer need any more than the designer or artist. Nonetheless,
the indie developer is an important cog in the process of cultural production for indie
games, and its role of cultural intermediary is more clearly identified when examining
their influence on labour relations within the indie gaming industry. The relational labour
that indie developers are expected to perform within the indie gaming scene, whether
through meet-up events, showcases, pitches or otherwise extends beyond the traditional
role to one that is considered essential and of great legitimacy within the indie gaming
community. As documented in Australia (Keogh 2019) and Canada (Parker et al. 2018), it
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has become expected within the indie gaming community that developers maintain
"personal-professional relationships" with "journalists/critics, publishers, platform
holders, service providers, sponsors, investors and the larger development support
networks as cultural intermediaries" (Whitson et al. 2018, p. 12). This dialogue, digital or
in person, and in addition to the many other roles one may undertake in this occupation
may have its own influence, or form of taste creation, on expected relational labour indie
developers must perform within the cultural production process. It is in this aspect that
the work of indie developer may comprise of core elements that would arguably earn the
cultural intermediary title, and thus influencing the expectations made of other indie
developers within the industry. As such, it would be interesting to note whether this
creates trends within the Australian indie community that must naturally reject the
labour expertise outside of the developer triad internally, and therefore seek such
skillsets and expertise externally. It is also on this basis that such 'experts', which may
hold the same occupation as developer but have deeply varying skillsets will exchange
informal knowledge, such as contacts, or labour (like language translations). The value of
this relational labour and the capital transformation of such unremunerated work
translates cultural capital to "symbolic (reputational) and economic (financial) capital that
can be used to sustain production" (Whitson et al. 2018, p. 13).

2.2.3. Criticism of Cultural Intermediary Research
With the division of labour in cultural and media production becoming increasingly
globalised since Bourdieu’s Distinction (1984), the concept of a modern cultural
intermediary has become disputed in recent literature. Discussion predominately centres
on how ‘cultural intermediaries’ has become an ancillary term used to describe any
occupation that influences cultural and media production and consumption (Molloy &
Larner 2010). To the extent where 'cultural intermediaries' is considered a too
generalised notion in the cultural field due to the blurry distinction between creation and
intermediation (Becker 1984; Gracia & Rius-Ulldemolins 2018). The occupation range
classified as intermediaries in the creation of cultural goods, or value creation, is defined
by their ability to generate economic and cultural capital, and further facilitated by their
professional skill to provide stylistic frameworks and technical resources (Gracia & RiusUlldemolins 2018). Given the exponential growth of both the cultural and media
industry, and the complexity of relations from producer to consumer, Hesmondhalgh
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considers the “the analytically-neutered term” a “descriptive catch-all for seemingly any
creative or cultural occupation or institution" (2006 p.552). Such claims are reactionary to
a new direction of cultural intermediary research proposed by Nixon and du Gay (2002),
where cultural intermediaries are creative agents that create tastes and symbolic value,
and thus their role is increasingly trending towards producers rather than framers.
Likewise, Molloy and Larner propose that "the boundary between culture-making,
cultural mediation and cultural consumption is blurred" (2010, p. 362). This
understanding of cultural intermediaries considers all actors along the commodity chain
as significant influencers in the sphere of cultural production, as opposed to legitimate
professionals that provide essential framing and impact at points within the chain. Within
the field of gaming production, Love takes this approach by extending the concept of
cultural intermediation to institutions like news outlets that comment on gaming
products and culture (2018). This perspective of cultural intermediaries expands the
terminology to most, if not all, cultural and media occupations throughout the division of
labour. Although researching actors through the chain may provide new insights, when
researching cultural intermediaries, it is key to return to Bourdieu’s notion of occupation
legitimacy and expertise, as “the proliferation of amateur intermediaries and the lack of
focus disables the ability to generate cultural value" (Gracia & Rius-Ulldemolins 2018, p.
84). This distinction is most notable in Love’s research of cultural intermediaries and indie
gaming (2018), as the lack of focus in exploring cultural intermediary labour provides
relatively little insight to the field.
Considering Hesmondhalgh (2006) warns that recent literature misuses and
misrepresents Bourdieu's concept, this adds interesting dimensions to cultural
intermediary research. Bourdieu's term directly refers to the 'petite bourgeois', whose
cultural commentary influenced consumer consumption (1984). Hesmondhalgh claims
that in "Bourdieu’s sense of the term, it is critics that act as cultural intermediaries"
(2006, p. 226), rather than those that act as an intermediary between producers and
consumers, as “the term is used to refer generally to those involved in the production of
symbols" (2006, p. 227). This purist view of Bourdieu’s original concept is undermined by
Bourdieu’s static perspective of cultural intermediaries. Since its publication in
Distinction, or even Hesmondhalgh’s article, the field of cultural production has
experienced incredible developments. Just consider the growing complexity in the
division of labour in cultural and media production, or the emergence of digital media
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and its impact on transnational communication flow. Although it is crucial to reflect on
Bourdieu’s original concept, his notions are limited by the lack of attention given to
commercial cultural production and its implications to the field. Nor does he consider
that tastes and capital develop (Entwistle 2006).
Bourdieu’s ‘cultural intermediaries’ can therefore be considered a launchpad for
examining professionals who mediate between the frontiers of production and
consumption, and thus a catalyst for insightful findings in Culture and Media Studies. For
instance, Bourdieu considers that cultural intermediaries have a “familiarity with the
culture of the dominant class and a mastery of the signs and emblems of distinction and
taste” (1984, p. 141). Although within the context of Distinction, this familiarity was
concerned with the upper and bourgeois class as the dominant cultural form, current
cultural intermediaries are more concerned with the familiarity of established consumer
culture within the cultural and media fields. This is easily distinguished given current
cultural intermediaries may prioritise economic capital, whilst the framing of cultural
goods is only valuable if it can be commercialised or translated into a 'creative industry' rather than Bourdieu's notion of pursuing social prestige (Pratt & Jeffcutt 2009).
Bourdieu’s ‘cultural intermediaries’, as such, “serve as an empirically grounded point of
entry to highly complex political, economic and cultural processes" (Matthews & Smith
Maguire 2014, p. 2). They are intersecting economic and cultural fields in unprecedented
ways, mediating between well-established national cultural policy, transnational cultural
tastes, new commercial industry opportunities, and networks of stakeholders. As cultural
and media production develops and deviates with the taste of consumers, so does
academia in its research of the network actors facilitating reproduction. The debate on
terminology and whether it should be more specifically defined or generalised only
further reinforces why there is academic interest in "the aspirations and dispositions of a
wide diversity of actors mediating between production and consumption in different
cultural and creative ecologies" (Perry et al. 2015, p. 5).
The present section examines the role of digital game localisers as cultural
intermediaries to draw attention to the forms of expertise required when adapting
games. To understand what such 'expertise' is and why it is required, it is also imperative
to explore the forms of 'value' added by localisers. The next section of the literature
review visits Bourdieu's field theory and notion of capital to determine how value is
generated in digital media economies.
30 | P a g e

2.3. Value Formulation in Digital Economies
The final pillar of the literature review examines how value is formulated in
modern digital economies, with a specific focus on digital game production and the
various forms of cultural labour involved in the production process. Transformations in
the digital economy encourage us to reexamine the process of cultural production, and in
particular the circulation stage, which has experienced profound changes and
contributions from a large scope of new occupations involved in value generation (Kerr
2017). Given the present study's focus on cultural intermediary labour in media
production, expounding Bourdieu’s Field Theory (1993, 1996) provides a useful
foundation to conceptualise value formulation in game production. Field theory is a
leading sociological framework, and been utilised in an abundance of recent Media
Studies (Gracia & Rius-Ulldemolins 2018; Lindell et al. 2020; Perreault & Stanfield 2019;
Wang 2018; Willig et al. 2015) and Game Studies (Fisher 2019; Keogh 2019; Toft-Nielsen
& Krogager 2015) literature. However, as field theory was conceptualised in the early
1990s, there is significant contention over its application to contemporary cultural
production. Therefore, this section seeks to modernise the field theory foundation
through an exploration of gaming production and circulation transformations; supported
by critiques from Hesmondhalgh (2006) and Bolin (2009, 2012, 2016). This section then
utilises this updated interpretation of field theory to analyse new methods to formulate
value in the field of game production, and thus contextualise the impact of localisation
activity on Australian games (RQ2).
To determine the forms of value created by localisers adapting Australian games,
an in-depth examination of how value is formulated is required. Entering the so called
‘digital age’ (Bolin 2012) of media production has challenged traditional concepts of
value. Mass media, generally considered a form of mass-cultural production, is typically
informed by economic logic and thus predominately measured by its commercial value.
However, it is undeniable that such products comprise of a large scope of other values. As
Turnbull and McCutcheon note, “The concept of value in relation to television as a form
of cultural production, however, is a tricky one, as observing the true market price of
culture is impossible” (2017, p. 57). How ‘value’ is therefore defined, devised, and
generated becomes crucial to further understand developments in the field of media
production, as the production and transnational exchange of digital games must
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commoditise culture via identity, iconography, or trends symbolic to a nation’s culture.
Within the world of digitisation, where media products are infinitely reproducible, the
marketisation of media products has intensified. This itself is an unprecedented notion
within the production process, as ‘copies’ (traditionally physical) are no longer tangible
items, but now digitised replacements transferred through digital currencies on online
platforms. No media industry has been more impacted by the repercussions of
digitisation then digital gaming, whereby the processes of cultural production and
circulation have been dramatically transformed. With the means of physical production
now ‘revolutionised’ in a digital sense, so too has the means of consumption by
consumers with globalised avenues for distribution. This shift has been thoroughly
recognised at an academic (Bolin 2009, 2012; Crogan 2018; Hesmondhalgh 2006; Kerr
2017; Nieborg 2015) and industry level (Accenture 2016; ACS 2019; EY 2017; PWC 2016).
PWC reported that the rise of global institutions in the digital media market, such as the
US’ Netflix and China’s Tencent and NetEase, has evolved the traditional media industry
value chain (2013). Likewise, both Hesmondhalgh (2006) and Bolin (2009; 2012) have
examined the implications of cultural industry transformations on value that underpin
the digital era. In a similar vein, Kerr proposes two new principal production logics, that
of platform (digital) and performance (esports), that define cultural production in the
digital games industry (2017). With media production entering a global domain,
determining what is ‘cultural value’ and how it is formulated is crucial to understanding
the role of digital localisers operating within the transnational exchange.
This examination of value formulation in the cultural production of digital gaming
will engage extensively with Bourdieu's field theory (1993, 1996), whilst also addressing a
further analysis of its limitations by Hesmondhalgh (2006), and the considerations
presented by Nichols (2013) and Bolin (2009, 2012). Media and cultural production has
often been measured by its economic value in late capitalism, however, as Bolin states,
"If value is defined as the worth of a thing, a standard or measure, being the result of
social praxis and negotiation between producers and consumers in various combinations,
it follows that this worth can be of other kinds than the mere economic." (2012, p. 33).
Production of value is essentially the production of belief (Bolin 2012). As actors within
their respective fields, digital localisers assess, judge, and justify that their product or
process of reproduction is of value and consequently contributes value within the
production process. As Kerr notes, often missing from value analysis is “the relative
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power of key actors” (2017, p. 81). Belief and its respective actors, therefore, play a key
role in facilitating both production and the generation of value.

2.3.1. Field Theory
Value formulation within media and cultural production is a key action within the
field of power (Bourdieu 1993; 1996) and perceived to be characterised by opposing
relationships of economic and cultural capital. Such capital is informed by field-based
logic. Bourdieu’s notion of the consumption of cultural products is respective of this
relationship - when production has high levels of cultural capital, it results in lower levels
of economic capital (and vice versa). Economic capital is the means to invest in the
production of both goods and services. Symbolic and cultural capital are developed from
social capital, whereby participants within the field harbor a network of relationships
within social structures. Symbolic capital is reputational – it provides the owner power
and authority within a particular field, whereas cultural capital is representative of the
owner’s capacity to navigate within the field in a socially approved manner (Bourdieu
1986; Nichols 2013). Cultural capital can be converted into other forms of capital,
including economic capital (Bourdieu 1984; Hesmondhalgh 2006). Economic capital can
provide the means of producing other forms of capital. Subdivisions in cultural
production are fundamental in how all capital is formulated. As depicted in Figure 2.2,
the sub-field of small-scale production sits adjacent to the sub-field of large-scale
production (commonly referred to in Media Studies as mass production).
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Figure 2.2 The Field of Cultural Production in the Field of Power (Bourdieu 1996, p.
124).
These sub-fields are distinguished by their relative degree of autonomy: smallscale is considered restricted, and therefore of high autonomy and less influenced by
other logics; mass production is of low autonomy, and thus unrestricted. It is on this basis
that small-scale production embodies purist ideals of 'art', whilst mass production is
orientated for commercial scale. These sub-fields are then informed by their respective
logic of value formulation, being cultural logic for small-scale, and economic for largescale. As the sub-field of mass production is subject to economic rationalism, economic
capital is much higher than that in small-scale. Bourdieu's field theory has been a highly
effective academic model for determining the complexity of cultural production.
Hesmondhalgh describes the framework as superior, albeit with its limitations, due to an
"emphasis on interconnectedness and power" (2006, p. 216) and driving the "autonomy
characteristic of the field of cultural production" (2006, p. 216). There is a significant base
of literature in Media Studies addressing Bourdieu's field theory. This, as Couldry (2002)
addresses, is due to growing complexities in the relation between production and
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consumption. Bolin suggests the use of field theory in media research is to avoid "the
reductionism of only focusing on one part of the production-consumption circuit" (2012,
p. 33) whilst exploring important characteristics of modern digital production and
consumption by informing our understanding of the relationship between producers and
users. This theory has been a crucial understanding within media studies and has been
applied to the many faces of media production – from the music industry
(Hesmondhalgh, 2006), television production (Bolin, 2009), journalism (Champagne
2000), fashion media (Rocamora 2017), marketing audience metrics (Wang 2018), and
digital gameplay (Keogh 2019; Kirkpatrick 2015; Toft-Nielsen & Krogager 2015).
The success of a cultural product, and thus legitimacy of producers within the
production chain, is measured within the field of power. Bourdieu's field of power frames
how products are measured by the field-specific logics that inform value. In Bourdieu's
model, the formulation of capital is dependent on how power is enacted and consecrated
by figures of authority (individuals or institutions) within the field. Such figures are
established by notions of 'legitimacy' as perceived by the logic of that field and compete
for capital of that same field. In mass production, which Bourdieu and many inspired by
his work argue is subject to economic logic, a product’s success is measured by its
capability of producing economic capital. As this sub-field is less autonomous, it is
influenced by the pressures of economic rationalism, and thus other logics within the
field.
Video game production is not unique to cultural production. In fact, video games
are arguably more influenced by varying powers and logic. Video games, therefore,
should be viewed as a broader field of power, as Nichols states aptly, games are
"products of an industry focused on profits, video game production is forced to follow
particular sets of logics in hopes of catching audience attention and dollars" (Nichols
2013 p. 32). Transformations in game production and distribution have blurred national
borders, and thus thrusted such products into a trans-locale domain, whereby digitised
forms of distribution and consumption are the norm. Furthermore, within these digital
economies, actors contributing to the transnational circulation of such media products
have increasingly more influence on the financial and cultural success of the product
(Kerr 2017). With this in mind, the game field of power has become increasingly
internationalised, and therefore influenced by a suite of logics within an international
social space, rather than situated in the national space as per Bourdieu's original concept.
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In Figure 2.3, Nichols reproduces the field of cultural production in the field of power to
exhibit game production in the international space.

Figure 2.3 The Field of Video Game Cultural Production in the International Field of
Power and Space (Nichols 2013, p. 42).
Although Nichol's appropriation of Bourdieu's field theory map provides a more
updated and relevant projection of video game production, it is ultimately restricted by
limitations of Bourdieu's original model. For instance, and as discussed in detail in
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Chapter 4, policy makers in China have an immense amount of power to influence video
game production, so much so that media mega-corporations with tantalising amounts of
cultural and economic capital, such as Blizzard or Tencent, are strongly impacted. In this
circumstance, and within the national space of China, cultural producers in the
international space are dictated by unrivalled forces of political logic and capital of the
national space. Such criticisms shouldn't detract from the benefits of researching cultural
production from a field theory perspective, but rather justify an evaluation of how
transformations in gaming production have reconfigured field theory.
To address why field theory is the most pragmatic model for addressing the
concept of value formulation in game localisation, it is imperative that current
transformations in game production are considered. Bourdieu himself argues that field
theory should be revisited retrospectively, as "progress of knowledge presupposes
progress in our knowledge in the conditions of knowledge" (1990a, p. 1). Particularly as it
was conceptualised and developed with empirical analyses within French sociology by
Bourdieu and those he has inspired, determining its relevancy in modern cultural
production with respect to revolutionary transformations of cultural industries is
necessary. Bolin flags this, as "qualification without justification only would be an
exercise in refined theoretical solipsism" (2012, p. 34). Thus, when examining the impact
of localisation in the Australian game industry through the lens of field theory,
transformations in modern game production must be addressed.

2.3.2. Transformations of Gaming and Localisation
Bourdieu’s initial notion of field theory is limited when considering profound
transformations within cultural production. These transformations, such as the expansion
of the cultural and media industries, digitisation, and globalisation have certainly had a
radical impact on both cultural production and consumption. Such developments in
cultural production, and discussion of their immediate and intensifying implications on
the field of cultural production were addressed early by Williams in Culture (1981).
Williams had drawn attention to the emergence of new media, such as cinema, radio and
television, and with it, new divisions of professional labour in the formulation of value in
media products (1981). This transformative moment signifies how economic rationalism
intensified in mass production, as the means of production and distribution, and thus
formulation of value, became increasingly complex beyond what Bourdieu determined in
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field theory. Hesmondhalgh describes this limitation in Bourdieu’s field theory research
as missing “the importance of the rise of the cultural industries for understanding the
changing social relations of cultural producers” (2006, p. 220). If the arrival of new media
presents such implications for mass media production and value formulation in field
theory, then the advent of new-er media in the form of digital gaming, transnational
production, and distribution, imposes further revelations in the rapid transmutation of
cultural production.
This rapid transmutation is easily recognised when considering the progression of
digital game production and its associated implications on not only the demand of
localisation, but value in the scope of services provided. Carlson and Corliss (2011) argue
that with timely developments in game production and consumption, as well as
transnational exchange, so too has the process and value of localising been transformed.
Early practices of game localisation would "entail attempts to craft stories and characters
that transcend territorial boundaries to court a perceived 'global' audience" (2011, pp.
71). This essentially rendered such games as culturally transparent, or ‘odourless’
(Iwabuchi 2004). Later stages looked towards "translations, local, regional adaption,
[and] marketing encounters with national regulatory boards" (Carlson & Corliss 2011, pp.
71). Given the necessity of platform connectedness for contemporary digital games, we
can now recognise that an expert knowledge of digital gaming platforms and associated
revenue models can be added to current localisation services, as “the surrounding service
elements may need localising, including payment systems, community management and
customer support” (Kerr 2017, p. 126). Such transformations distinctly detail the trends
and demand within the industry for the adaption of meaning and value, whilst also
highlighting the importance of localisers as a key intermediary within the transnational
exchange of cultural products.
Connectedness to platforms, particularly social media, play an instrumental role
in the consumer being drawn further into the production process. They can essentially be
considered a raw material in value formulation – as their consumer behaviour and
decisions inform what tastes and trends are of value, and this is further incorporated into
the process of cultural production. This is specifically relevant for mass-production, as the
production cycle further begs key questions in the cultural field, “who is the labourer?
And what is the source of value generation?" (Bolin 2009, p.13). Such connections allow
developers and localisers to utilise the wealth of behavioural data on hand to then make
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more precise decisions to determine how various capital forms can be implemented and
transformed through game production/adaption to seek revenue (Nieborg 2015). Thus,
localisers rely on audiences to produce insightful data to make decisions within the
cultural production chain to inform taste-creation and further influence consumer
behaviour and decisions (see discussion of Yodo1 in Chapter 5). These tastes are then
adapted upon and further applied to the production cycle to construct audiences, thus
generating value. Such data is what Fuchs (2015) describes as the ‘internet prosumer
commodification’ whereby “the boundaries between play and labour have become fuzzy
and the exploitation of play labour has become a new principle” (2015, p. 734). This
notion is similarly echoed by Nichols, whereby "Video games represent a battle of
meaning, bounded by economic consideration and the notions of play" (2013, p. 30). The
advent of digitisation therefore reinforces that within the sub-field of mass production, a
range of value is formulated, and such value informs legitimacy of a product and its
producers.

2.3.3. Capital as Value
Another consideration that isn’t addressed in Bourdieu’s field theory is how
various forms of value is generated. Despite conceptualising the field of power that
models cultural production, Bourdieu never actually determined the foundations of how
value is formulated. Bolin, however, argues that Bourdieu misidentified capital for value,
as “the accumulated labour objectified in the person in ‘embodied form’, is value rather
than capital” (2012, p. 40). Bourdieu theorised that capital is competed for within fields,
and that this competition defines further divisions of cultural production. On
convertibility, Bourdieu famously wrote:
“The universal equivalent, the measure of all equivalences, is nothing other than
labor-time (in the widest sense); and the conservation of social energy through
all its conversions is verified if, in each case, one takes into account both the
labor-time accumulated in the form of capital and the labor-time needed to
transform it from one type into another” (Bourdieu 1986, p. 253).
In Marxist thought, human labour is undoubtedly present within the value of a
commodity. However, in a capitalist economy, currency is how a commodities’ value is
represented. As Bolin argues, "Money represents value, but it is also that tool that
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quantifies value. Money, then is the universal equivalent, not labour" (2012, p. 39).
Capital requires a procedure of action to transform into value. If we were to apply Bolin’s
argument that money is the universal equivalent, then money “is nothing other than
labor-time” converted. Where Bourdieu argues that "capital is accumulated labour"
(1986, p. 241), and labour is the crucial component in the formulation of value, then the
process of production and consumption is the 'action' necessary in converting labour into
value. If we consider what Bourdieu assumes as capital to in fact be value, which has
increasingly become more divisive forms of labour actioned within the digitised cultural
production process, we can then distinguish that this is in fact the process of valorisation
within the dynamic fields of cultural production. This process of valorisation within the
gaming field is analysed further in Chapter 5 when investigating local Australian game
development and localisation services.

2.3.4. Mass-Production and Economic Rationalism in Gaming
It is undeniable that digitisation has intensified the influence of
commercialisation on cultural production, most significantly mass production. It is on this
basis that economic logic is perceived to be the dominant notion that encapsulates all of
mass production. However, as Bolin's eloquently notes,
"this insistent emphasis on the tension between culture and the economy does
not help us explain the wealth of forces that shape the dynamics in fields such as
the field of political value… Neither does it explain all the tensions within the field
of cultural production… the economic field of power is very strong, but it is not all
encompassing" (Bolin 2012, p. 39).
For Bourdieu, autonomy remains the founding basis for the generation of the field’s
specific ‘value’, and therefore the principles for its accumulation, and the specificities of
its working in the field. Bolin's suggestion, rather, reconfigures how autonomy is
considered in the sub-fields of restricted and unrestricted production, as questions of
autonomy explain the production of multiple values, and that "values produced in the
later sub-field [mass-production] are more sensitive to influences from forces outside of
the field of cultural production" (2009, p. 11).
This influence is evident in mass media production. Many forms of mass cultural
media, such as print, journalism, and music, have become reliant on its immediate
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commercial success to define its value. With currency as the tool of measuring value, it's
no coincidence that economic rationalism subsumes other value forms. Increased
commercial pressure on cultural production has led to an amplified importance of
economic rationalism within the field of cultural and media production. Such rationalisms
are, of course, a product of a nascent neoliberal society. It does, however, present issues
for producers in the field of cultural production that assume such logic, and thus believe
that economic capital is total value. We only need to recall the implications of such logic
when Plant vs. Zombies 2 was released in China by PopCap Games. To capitalise further
on the freemium model of mobile gaming, the localisers made the game far more difficult
to complete in the Chinese-adapted product to ensure players would be required to
micro-purchase many in-game features to maneuver through each level. Perhaps it was
implied that the popularity and success of the first Plants vs. Zombies in China would be
enough to entice gamers. However, the choice to enforce economic logic within the
decision-making process by developing a game too difficult to complete sparked a huge
backlash by Chinese consumers who boycotted the game (Dong & Mangiron 2018).
This is just one example that demonstrates the pressures of other fields when
economic rationalism drives mass-production. It also calls to attention the role of the
digital localiser in performing the transformation of various capital forms when dictated
by economic logic. As with many intermediating agents along the transnational
commodity chain, localisers “act as cultural brokers, enacting and projecting perceptions
about local audiences and communities” (Carlson & Corliss 2011, p. 75). For this reason,
it is highly misrepresentative to "over-emphasise the economic as the determining
factor" whilst also not considering the influences of other power fields as they "could just
as well have its value influence on other fields - in the same way as the economic field
today influences all fields" (Bolin 2012, p. 40). Such discourse may indicate why the
expertise of digital localisers, and the value they add to game development, is highly
regarded in Australia as such intermediaries carefully adapt game products to balance
between the tensions of various field logics in the internationalised space.
The field of game production is constantly challenged and transformed by
remarkable developments spurred by digitisation and globalisation. As detailed further in
Chapter 5, such developments have impacted greatly on Australia’s game production and
circulation processes. This section seeks to explicate how the implications of digitisation
and globalisation have imposed such radical transformations on the field of power, thus
41 | P a g e

evoking a more modern understanding of Bourdieu’s field theory. The field of game
production presents an interesting phenomenon to analyse the pressures of logic and
power at play, particularly in the Chinese media domain. Such heightened pressures,
propelled by the hyper-competitive economic rationalism environment, allow new and
exciting forms of labour with unprecedented outputs of cultural work to enter the field.
Although not involved directly in the formal production network, labour such as digital
game localisation is “nevertheless contributing to the large ecology of digital games and
can be creating other forms of value” (Kerr 2017, p. 136). Furthermore, digital localisers
are but one of the “new occupations and new sources of economic and cultural value
that play a role in the success or otherwise of a game’s service” (Kerr 2017, p. 136).
Where roles in the circulation of media products have become key to understanding
cultural production in digital economies, digital localiser labour offers an added layer of
complexity to the field of game production, and thus the valorisation of value.

2.4. Summary
This chapter has drawn attention to three intellectual arenas that provide an
insight into how game localisation practices have become increasingly prominent in
transnational media industries and academic literature. By analysing localisation
research, and Bourdieu’s cultural intermediaries and field theory, we can contextualise
transformations in the field of game production, and thus its influence on Australia’s
gaming industry. These three foundations indicate game localisation is a nascent
occupation with unique characteristics bridging local and global media domains in a
period of digitised media production and circulation. Game localisation literature,
contributed to by both academics and industry professionals, highlights what practices
within the localisation umbrella (Figure 2.1) are adopted by this occupation to adapt
digital games towards new market opportunities. Utilising Bourdieu’s theoretical
concept of cultural intermediaries deepens our understanding of network actors working
within the production and circulation processes of media production, thus providing the
framework to interpret the legitimacy of game localiser expertise to adapt digital games.
Lastly, this chapter turns to Bourdieu’s field theory, and examines the transformations of
cultural production to determine how value is formulated in digital economies, and as a
result, elucidate what forms of value are added by game localisers when adapting
content. The theoretical concepts explored in this chapter further our understanding of
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key processes by which digital games are transformed through contributions by
transnational actors, and the implications of such contributions on the field of Australian
game production.
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3. Methodology
This chapter outlines the methodological process of the study. When determining
which methodology would provide the best results to answer the present study’s
research questions, two avenues were considered. As discussed in Chapter 2, game
localisation research has traditionally leveraged content and textual analysis to elucidate
findings, whilst the investigation of network actors in cultural intermediary research
utilises a mixed-method approach comprising of qualitative and quantitative data
analysis with ethnographic practices. Given the present study’s focus on Australian game
localisation, it was initially presumed that textual analysis of origin and localised games
would be a pragmatic approach. After all, textual analysis in game localisation research,
such as Dong and Mangiron’s (2018) investigation of cultural adaption for localised
games in China, has proved fruitful to highlight current localisation practices. However,
the actual adaption of a game is only a single skill in an expert localisers arsenal, and as
Mangiron remarks, “in terms of the agents involved in the game localisation process,
sociological approaches are still not available… Little is known, for example, about the
field of game localisation in Bourdieusian terms, and the dynamic and complex
relationships between the different agents” (2017, p. 88). Therefore, the initial section of
this chapter will provide a critical assessment of current textual analysis practices in game
research and draw attention to prevalent challenges in existing literature. Once
addressing this weakness, this chapter will provide a review of methodological practices
and foundations that have extensive application in cultural intermediary research. This is
followed by an outline of how the present study builds upon this body of literature by
conducting non-participant observation at Australian gaming events.

3.1. Limitations to Textual Analysis in Games Research
Games research has been subject to ongoing development in methodological
practices to improve how data is gathered and analysed. This gap in early research was
acknowledged by Consalvo and Dutton (2006) in their development of a methodological
toolkit for qualitative games research, as the study of digital games is predominately
driven by disciplinary or ideological dissection, and by the mid-2000s, "little has been
done to actively develop a methodological system for the qualitative, critical analysis of
the form" (2006, p. 1). Contributions to rectify this are still ongoing. Bizzocchi and
Tanenbaum (2011) have provided a model to apply close reading to representation in
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games, whilst Carr (2006, 2009, 2012, 2019) has consistently refined the approach to
analysis on representations in games through self-play and fragmentation. Ongoing
development and adaption of a methodology in textual analysis still receives regular
discussion, as Carr recently stated in their study on game research methodology, “This
article is a contribution toward ongoing efforts to refine a methodology for the textual
analysis of representation in digital games” (2019, p. 707).
This lack of methodologies for critical analysis in early literature was first
addressed by Brooker (2001), Konzack (2002), and Aarseth (2003). All three attempted to
rectify this gap by outlining a systematic approach. Despite providing a provocation for
discussion, all three authors struggle to model specifics for analysis. In Brooker's (2001)
attempt to provide a template for analysis when applied to the Jetman case study,
foundations are laid to examine authorship, genre, and socio-political elements. As
critiqued by Consalvo and Dutton (2006), "his study does not lay out why these elements
are chosen as opposed to other components" such as gameplay or game world. Konzack
manages to present a more distinct lens for critical analysis by distinguishing the varying
layers of a game. Konzack presents an open methodology of seven different layers that,
when dissected, allow a game researcher to examine the text from a range of academic
disciplines. As outlined by Konzack,
"…[there are] seven different layers of the computer game: hardware, program
code, functionality, game play, meaning, referentiality, and socio-culture. Each of
these layers may be analysed individually, but an entire analysis of a computer
game must be analysed from every angle. Thereby we are analysing both technical,
aesthetic and socio-cultural perspective " (2002, p. 89).
Although each separated layer is deserving of academic attention from its respective
discipline, observing a game from each layer is neither optimal or beneficial, as the
expertise of a game researcher may vary based on academic discipline, and thus not give
an adequate or deserving analysis of one layer over another. In Aarseth's commentary of
Konzack, it is recommended that it would be more beneficial for a researcher to "choose
any 2-4 of the seven layers to work with, and ignore the rest" (2003, p. 2). Although this
approach would provide an initial foundation for analysis, it lacks a critical or succinct
avenue to effectively dissect a game text beyond what could be superficially categorised
within each layer as Konzack fails to offer any further framework to analyse these layers.
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Thus, Aarseth's critique of playing research and methodology manages to present
a tighter focus on the justifications for a more rigorous approach to the critical analysis of
games, whilst also addressing the limitations of previous scholars in this field of study. In
the early 2000s, as Aarseth claims, "they [games] are analysed willy-nilly, with tools that
happen to be at hand, such as film theory or narratology" (2003, p. 1). This leaves a
wealth of games analysis under scrutiny as the application of any other theoretical
approach from a wide array of academic disciplines becomes void as "often nontheoretical, critical observations can contribute more to the field than a learned but
theory-centred discussion (2003, p. 7). The approach for game analysis put forth by
Aarseth combines a model of layers, dimensions, and typology that expands on
foundations presented by Brooker (2001) and Konzack (2002). This centres on three key
dimensions: "gameplay (the player's actions, strategies and motives); game-structure
(the rules of the game, including the simulation rules); Game-world (fictional content,
topology/level design, textures, etc.)” (2003, p. 2). Described as a 'tripartite model', each
dimension can effectively characterise "almost any [digital] game, from football to chess"
(2003, p. 2) and can still be applied to the myriad of game genres and styles on modern
hardware such as mobile or virtual reality. The three dimensions are important to note
within game localisation, as adapting a game towards a target market may require
localising components on each dimension. When considering the localisation and
culturalisation elements outlined by Dong & Mangiron (2018), they could be structured
against Aarseth’s three dimensions as below:

Aarseth's Dimensions (2003)

Dong & Mangiron Localisation Categories (2018)

Gameplay

Numbers, Jargon, Game Habits

Game-structure

Game Mechanics

Game-world

Character Design, Colours, Myths and Legends, Songs

Figure 3.1 Comparison of Dong & Mangiron’s (2018) localisation categories with the
game dimensions theorised by Aarseth (2003).
Despite Aarseth’s suggestion of dimensions and self-play becoming a crucial leap
pad for further game methodology research, his critique on game analysis fails to offer
any suggestions to how such analysis should be conducted. Rather, Aarseth presents the
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case that it is essential for a game researcher to play the game, as "playing is essential,
but should be combined with other sources if at all possible" (2003, p. 7). Nevertheless,
Aarseth’s study, and in particular the concept of self-play as a methodological practice in
games research, has commonly been referred to in recent games research (Nieborg 2015;
Carr 2019).
Self-play, in the sense that games should be played by the researcher
themselves, has become fundamental to approaching textual analysis in games research.
However, when self-play is employed, a specific methodological design is critical to
analyse beyond what is superficially observed. Games research has often taken one of
two routes: the observation of audience and players; or critiques of games through play
and secondary sources, such as interviews with developers (Aarseth 2003; Consalvo &
Dutton 2006). The latter has seen research combined with theoretical approaches
pertaining to the specialist field of that scholar, with an array of explorations within
humanities research in representations of women (Gestos et al. 2018; Harvey & Fisher
2015), portrayals of minorities (Bayeck et al. 2018; Passmore et al. 2018), as well as in
psychology via violence and aggression (Kneer et al. 2016; see also work by Christopher
Ferguson & Craig Anderson). Since addressed by Aarseth (2003), self-play has become a
useful component within textual analysis of games when paired with a critical studies
perspective.
Carr (2006) introduced a model of playing a game, fragmenting it, then
considering these fragments through varying theoretical lenses. This application has
become a key tool within humanities scholarship, particularly within cultural studies. For
instance, both Siebers (2008) and Smith (2012) have relied on this approach in their
analysis of horror themed games whilst engaging with critical disability studies theory. As
reflected upon by Carr in a recent article, “This approach involved playing a game,
fragmenting it, and then considering these fragments through three overlapping lenses:
structural, textual, and intertextual” (Carr 2019. p. 710). Likewise, Bizzocchi and
Tanenbaum employ self-play within their model on close reading games as a text, to
“make sense of the often vast amounts of data gathered during a close reading, it is often
necessary to identify a specific aspect of the play to focus on” (2011, p. 10). Since Aarseth
(2003), games researchers have made considerable progress in developing a methodical
approach to analysing game fragments, however, identifying such fragments from all
three dimensions (gameplay, game-structure, and game-world) remains opaque, and is
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therefore subject to selective omission. This is further complicated due to the interactive
nature of games as “there is not one instance of the game” (Nieborg 2015, p. 3), and if
the game relies on social-connectedness, user behaviour and the platform significantly
influences “game production, distribution, and marketing on different levels” (Nieborg
2015, p. 3).
Another common occurrence amongst such textual analyses in game research is
that the authors tends to omit how they were conducted, however, it is assumed they
were self-played. A dated example of this is in Kennedy's (2002) analysis of Tomb Raider,
whereby the game protagonist, Lara Croft, and her moves and appearance is examined
without detailing how. A similar trend is also found in recent research. In Nieborg's study
of the global hit Candy Crush, he refers to "analysing gameplay, the game's rules, and the
game-world" as well as paying "special attention to the game's techno-economic
properties" (2015, p. 3). Nieborg's article, although an excellent investigation of social
network connected mobile games, does little more than Aarseth (2003) in providing hints
and tips towards textual analysis, as opposed to a succinct methodology. In doing so, it is
not possible for researchers to replicate such structure to their analysis. This trend can
also be seen in the textual analysis of localised games. In Dong and Mangiron's (2018)
study of cultural adaption in localised digital games, they have systematically categorised
elements of localisation towards a variety of games and game genres. Despite this very
valuable lens on macro and micro categorisation of localisation in digital games, the
examples in games provided are analysed in a fashion that Aarseth, fifteen years earlier,
might describe as "willy-nilly". To ensure this project did not follow such a trend, and to
build upon previous literature, a methodological approach more consistent in cultural
intermediary research was utilised.

3.2. Methodological Foundations in Cultural Intermediary Research
Analysing how localisation practices and localised content function as a product
in the transnational process of media production can benefit from the implementation of
a mixed research methodology that combines micro-ethnography and secondary data
analysis of Chinese cultural policy and localisation practices. A mixed method approach is
commonplace in cultural intermediary research, as Kuipers (2014) advises, where analysis
of existing quantitative and qualitative data is complimented with ethnography as tools
to understand how network relationships and decision-making are involved in the
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process of taste-making and media production. A mixed methodology will therefore
provide new and insightful findings, as Denzin and Lincoln propose, “The combination of
multiple methodological practices, empirical materials, perspectives, and observers in a
single study is best understood, then, as a strategy that adds rigor, breadth, complexity,
richness, and depth to any inquiry” (2005, p. 5). As this study examines the practice of
localisation, it was essential to incorporate an analysis of Chinese cultural policy, paired
with micro-ethnography in the form of non-participant observation, to provide a rich
understanding of the roles and decision-making of localisers, as well as an analysis of
their decisions in action.
The useful first step to conducting research on cultural intermediaries is to
analyse existing quantitative and qualitative data sets (Kuipers 2014). Given cultural
intermediaries are industry professionals working within the production chain, it is
essential to explore both academic and industry data, through trade and industry reports,
in order to contextualise how cultural intermediary labour is legitimised. This is then
followed by the second step. Recent cultural intermediary research comprises of a mixedmethod approach which can be structured into two categories: investigation of their
products, and through ethnography via interviewing and observations (Kuipers 2014).
The bulk of cultural intermediary research relies heavily on the latter category, whereby
interviewing and observations informs cultural intermediary findings within a particular
cultural field. In Parker et al.’s (2018) account of the Indie Megabooth, in-depth
interviews with organisers and observations at several showcases provided essential
exposure to the process of taste-making in the indie game industry. Parker et al. (2018)
found that observations made at the showcases, in addition to interactions with
participants and stakeholders at the event, provided profound insights into the role of
cultural intermediaries and the implications of their decision-making within the local
indie gaming industry. Love (2018) conducted a similar study by interviewing experts,
event curators, and facilitators of digital game expos. Love’s study suggests that such
occupations, as cultural intermediaries, enact forms of gatekeeping on participation
within such events, and therefore can influence the process of both game design and
playing practices. Based on previous studies in both gaming and cultural intermediary
research, it was determined that one of the best approaches to answering the research
questions (as introduced in Chapter 1) is through a mixed methodology of secondary data
analysis of Chinese cultural policy, and non-participant observation at gaming events.
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3.3 Secondary Data Analysis
To support the triangulation of findings in conjunction with micro-ethnography,
first an analysis of key Chinese cultural policy developments was conducted. The aim of
this analysis was to contextualise the exponential growth of China’s gaming market in the
2010s and formulate an understanding of the unique characteristics of state policy
towards the distribution and consumption of foreign games. This was achieved by
examining policy developments chronologically from 2000 onwards and investigating
how such developments impacted both local and transnational game production and
circulation. To further support the analysis, an examination of Australian and Chinese
sales figures and ratings of mobile gaming content, labour market surveys, industry and
annual reports of companies, reports of cultural policy, as well as trade and production
figures. Summaries and insight of commercially produced data is rich in size and scope
due to the emergence and profitability of the gaming industry globally, and therefore
accessible through trade journals, as well as insights from consultancy firms and relevant
blogs. As Kuipers highlights, “the ‘creative industry’ policy fad of the early 21st century
has led to the setting up of many databases, research and policy centres that can be used
to great advantage for academic research” (2014, p. 55). Significant changes within the
creative industries in Australia, such as a burgeoning workforce from 3.7% in 1986 to
5.5% in the latest census (Banks & Cunningham 2018), has resulted in a surge of
databases and policy centre research that is both publicly accessible and academically
driven. For instance, the organisation Interactive Games & Entertainment Association
(IGEA) provides annual industry reports, as well as updates and submissions for
Australian policy on the Australian video game industry. Such data on Chinese cultural
policy is also readily available. The consultancy and research firm Niko Partners provides
detailed updates on Chinese gaming policy, as well as industry reports on trends. Such
data is sought and used by cultural intermediaries themselves, as “figures, ratings and
reviews function as quick indicators of success” (Kuipers 2014, p. 63). Given that the
research subjects are familiar with such data, it was crucial to examine this in Chapter 4
as this assisted in understanding the complexity of information that remains a necessity
of cultural intermediaries’ relationships within the field of cultural production (Ostrander
1993).
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Also crucial to the analysis was relevant discussions on game localisation
examples, changes to censorship procedures, the prevalence of piracy, and why China
has a greater propensity to conduct microtransactions in digital games. As further
outlined in Chapter 4, this enables us to contextualise why Chinese gaming has become
appealable to foreign game developers (RQ1), whilst also drawing attention to the
unique characteristics of state policy that catalysed new occupations in the circulation
stage of game production. Following the completion of the micro-ethnography, this
analysis was then drawn upon to triangulate fresh findings relevant to the present study’s
research questions.

3.4. Micro-ethnography
For this project, micro-ethnography was conducted in a framework defined as a
‘Non-Participating Observer with Interaction’ role (Bryman 2012). This role comprises of
observations and interactions within the group event without directly participating in the
group’s core activities (i.e. hosting or working with companies hosting). Microethnography was undertaken through non-participant observations of Australian gaming
events and relevant meet-up events. Due to the time constraints of a Masters thesis, this
role relied on observation and interactions within the gaming events as the main data
source, complimented through secondary data analysis. Although structured interviews
are typically used within cultural intermediary research, this could not be incorporated
into this project due to said time constraints. Furthermore, non-participant observation
provided ample opportunity to develop new insights into game localisation practice in
Australia within the scope of a Masters thesis.
To determine why events were selected for the micro-ethnography component
of the methodology, it was a requirement that they must reflect three key criterions of
the research questions addressed in Chapter 1: showcase an in-depth knowledge of
critical aspects in the Australian indie gaming industry, such as digital game development
and localisation; potential to reveal attitudes, responses, strategies, and misgivings
towards localising games for Chinese consumers; and how unique characteristics of
Australia’s field of game production are impacting the ability to distribute game content
in China. Selected gaming events will be indicative of actual trends within the research
field, whilst secondary data-analysis of cultural policy and localisation examples will be
utilised to triangulate findings. This is likewise commonplace within cultural intermediary
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research (De Propris & S 2013; Janssen & Verboord 2015; Kuipers 2014; Lee 2012; Molloy
& Larner 2010). Based on the findings from Parker et al. (2018) and Love (2018) in their
investigation of gaming expos, the perspectives provided from such events have proven
to be crucial in the investigation of key processes by which gaming content is
transformed through contributions from a range of national and transnational actors.
Therefore, this method ensures insightful findings are gathered whilst minimising time
and resource consumption.
To answer the research questions, whilst also building upon findings in both
cultural intermediary games research by Parker et al. (2018) and Love (2018), and recent
digital game localisation research by Dong and Mangiron (2018) and Pyae (2018), the
sources of ethnographic data used in this research comes from Australian gaming events.
This was observed through a micro/macro lens, with two types of events to be attended.
The first, or macro, is a large gaming convention based in Australia. Considering the
findings on cultural intermediaries made by Parker et al. (2018) within the Canadian Indie
Gaming scene, attending and observing showcases at a large-scale Australian gaming
convention provided a contemporary snapshot into current key processes by which
gaming content is created through a wide range of Australian and international actors.
The second, or micro, was smaller events. Smaller events provided a more intimate
setting with industry members. These were selected through ‘Meet-up’, an online
networking tool that connects local communities that meet offline about their shared
interests and passions. This platform lists many Australian gaming industry 'meetups'
coordinated by companies, interest groups, and social communities. Such events are
essentially networking opportunities, whilst also providing showcases, panel discussions,
and Q&A sessions with individuals of varying occupations and status within the gaming
industry. Events sourced through ‘Meet-up’ are both pragmatic and advantageous due to
the diverse range of network actors within the local gaming industry attending, hosting,
and contributing to such events.
To ensure that the small and large events would provide insights to answer the
research questions, they must be described as:


Directly related to gaming development, or gaming development as a key
component.



Showcase local indie games.
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Host industry panel discussions.



Discussions from developers and publishers.

3.4.1. Selections
Large Gaming Convention
Game Connect Asia Pacific (GCAP) 2019 was selected as the large gaming
convention. This was selected as the conference is attended by many industry members
in both Australia and the Asia Pacific region, and fit the above descriptions. The
conference is held annually in Melbourne, Australia, as part of the Melbourne
International Games Week in October. GCAP features “talks, panel discussions,
networking opportunities and workshops from a variety of talk tracks for; design, art,
animation, community, culture, business, games-adjacent and programming” (Games
Week 2019). The event, which draws thousands in attendance, features as a learning and
development opportunity for industry members looking to improve their skills. In
particular, Day 3 of the conference is especially “curated to allow developers and
industry professionals the space to communicate directly” (GDAA 2019). Furthermore,
accompanying the panel discussions and seminars is the tool ‘MeetToMatch’, a
networking tool where attendees are encouraged to create a profile and connect with
other industry members, such as developers, publishers, and localisers. This service
would provide the opportunity to engage directly with localisers based in China, such as
Yodo1 and AppicPlay. Discussions vary in type, with a particular focus on development
and technology, whilst also facilitating sessions on marketing, representation, PR, and
culture. One reason why this convention was considered more useful then PAX,
Australia’s largest gaming event, is that GCAP is purely for industry members, whereas
PAX attendees are primarily gamers.
Meetup Groups
For the Meetup Groups, ‘Sydney Game Developers’ was the key event where
non-participant observation took place. ‘Sydney Game Developers’ was selected as it was
hosted in Sydney, which is in close proximity to the University of Wollongong.
Furthermore, based on the event description on Meet Up, it was established that each
event provided a platform for a range of expertise and experience to ensure insight is
provided from both experts and upcomers. Sydney Game Developers is a small
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community where developers and industry members can congregate to improve their
knowledge and skills on aspects within the industry. Discussions usually take place for 45
minutes each, with further time to network.
The monthly event first began in September 2016 by the principal organiser,
Stefano Martincigh, a senior project manager at Wargaming Sydney. Following a pilot
attendance to confirm this MeetUp event would be useful to answering the research
questions, a further six consecutive visits on a monthly basis was conducted to ensure
gainful insights. Despite other MeetUp events located in Sydney that were hosted by
predominately tech and consultancy companies, it was decided that sticking to a singular
Meet-Up could potentially enable consistent insights to be captured. Attendance took
place at seven events between February and September 2018. Each event took place at
WarGaming, Sydney. WarGaming Sydney is the Australian branch of the Belorussian
online game developer and publisher. All events were attended by approximately 40-75
individuals who were provided a name tag with their occupation on it. Attendees were a
mixture of game design students from local universities and TAFEs, as well as
representatives from local and international game design and publishing studios. The
‘meet up’ would take place over 2-3 hours, with roughly 30 minutes of networking time
provided both before and after the event.
Figure 3.2 below details a description of each event as well as the corresponding
date in 2018 it took place:
Date

Event Name

Feb-22

#Education <Gamification> & Strategies To Prioritise Tools Development

Apr-26

Deep Learning and Efficient Cache Usage

May-28

From Business Opportunity to Backlog (or where do user stories come from?) take3

Jun-28

AI Composed Music for Video Games & Graphics Debugging with RenderDoc

Jul-26

A Student's Game Development Journey & Building An Indie Game Builder

Aug-30

Insights into Game Engine Development: BigWorld Technology

Sep-27

World of Tanks: AR Spectate & Building games for fall prevention in the elderly

Figure 3.2 Meet-Up Schedule, February – September 2018.
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3.4.2. Mining Useful Data at the Events
There were four stages to consider when undertaking observations. Stages
consist of preparation, pre-event, event, and post-event.
During the preparation stage, a digital folder was created on Google Drive so
images, brief notes, and full field notes were uploaded and accessed. A new Word
document was created, titled in the following format: “[Event Name]-[Short Date]Preparation Notes”. These notes consisted of research on each speaker/group/panel
member, their current role, company/idea/game, past roles and activity, as well as
possible network connections. This information was researched through freely accessed
web articles, company pages, social media pages, and LinkedIn. Also included was initial
thoughts and possible questions. The pre-event stage occurred the day of the event, and
prior to attending.
The event stage is explicitly during the event, where notes were taken on either a
mobile phone, or tablet device using Google Keep, a cloud-based note taking app
available on both Apple and Android devices. Each ‘note’ had the event name and short
date as title (i.e. “[Event Name] - [Short Date]”), as well as the event location, company
sponsors, and time. Within this note, each set of speakers had both their names and
discussion/showcase titled in bold. Notes from the events were taken when relevant
themes from the research questions were addressed. These themes were: AU game
development process; game localisation; Chinese game market; monetisation; VR/AR; as
well as emerging markets and trends.
Any further discussions or interactions with attendees were transcribed within
the same note below the speakers. Any photographs taken at events were immediately
uploaded on a ‘Google Photos’ account. Photographs were sorted at the next available
opportunity into folder names identical to the Google Note name. These photographs
were titled based on short date, speaker surname/group name, photograph number, in
the following format: “[Short date]-[Name]-[#]”. If photographs were taken before or
after speakers, then speaker/group name will be replaced with BE (“Before-Event”) and
PE (“Post-Event”). The post-event stage consisted of full field notes written up
immediately following the event. These field notes expanded on the brief notes written
in the ‘Event’ stage. Field notes were structured towards the research focus and include

55 | P a g e

personal reflections towards occasions and people. Initial analytical thoughts were also
recorded.
To borrow a phrase from Van Maanen (2010), the experiences and findings
gained through observations appear in ‘Realist and Structural Tales’. This style combines
insights from the analysis of qualitative data with micro-ethnographic research, thus
providing a “definitive, confident, and dispassionate third-person account of a culture
and the behaviour of members in that culture” (Bryman 2012, p. 463) whilst linking such
observations to wider macro issues within the field of cultural and media production. By
using a variety of research methodologies, a triangulation of methods was utilised to
compare and integrate various data to answer the research questions. Kuipers warns that
cultural intermediaries may yield unexpected results, “leading to new empirical and
theoretical insights” (Kuipers, p. 70). Therefore, although triangulation will be used to
interpret findings, “triangulation is less a strategy for validating results and procedures
than an alternative to validation… which increases scope, depth and consistency in
methodological proceedings” (Flick 2002, p. 227). The research of cultural intermediaries
can best be described as a ‘hermeneutic pinball machine’ (Kuipers 2014), where various
data sets and findings, collected through secondary data analysis and ethnographic
research methods, will provide both theoretical reflection and theory construction.

3.5. Triangulating Findings using a Mixed-Methodology
As previously discussed, using a mixed methodology to triangulate findings in
cultural intermediary research has been demonstrated as an advantageous approach in
understanding roles and forms of expertise used by intermediaries to condition and
curate tastes within the process of cultural production (Kuipers 2014; Molloy & Larner
2010; Moor 2008). Incorporating a mixed-method approach of micro-ethnography within
the digital game community, as well as secondary data analysis of Chinese cultural policy
and localisation examples has ensured that fresh insights on contemporary localisation
practices and the value of such network actors were facilitated through a layered analysis
of varying data sets.
By utilising data mined through the non-participant observation of digital game
Meet Ups and GCAP 2019, the interactions and discussions between game developers
and key industry figures has contributed to an understanding of Australia’s game
production field, and why China appeals to Australian developers. Observing industry
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panel discussions, keynotes, and presentations within both tight-knit and open forums
has facilitated the opportunity to further understand how the Chinese digital gaming
market has become appealable to local Australian developers (RQ1), whilst also drawing
attention to the expertise required by localisers, and the forms of value they add in an
Australian context (RQ2). Furthermore, being exposed to such industry-focused events
offers insight into the unique characteristics of Australia’s field of game production
impacting on the ability to distribute digital game content in China (RQ3).

3.6. Summary
This chapter has presented a detailed outline of the methodological process
undertaken in the present study. This chapter first explores the limitations of textual
analysis methodological practices in existing literature on games research, and how key
scholars have contributed to developing an approach to analysing games as a text, but
are restricted by inherent challenges of interactivity and platform connectedness. After
addressing this weakness, this chapter outlines how the present study builds upon
previous cultural intermediary and game localisation research by employing a mixedmethod approach, whereby microethnography in the form of non-participant
observation and secondary data analysis is applied to triangulate findings.
Microethnography has become a key methodology to elicit insight into cultural
intermediary labour and its influence on processes of cultural production. The present
study utilises non-participant observation at Australian gaming developer events to
document discussions and behaviours that will provide a deepened understanding of the
field of Australian game production. Such findings are discussed in great detail in Chapter
5. As outlined within this chapter, the incorporation of a mixed-methodology that
comprises of microethnography and secondary data analysis will present findings that
build upon existing literature on cultural intermediaries within the game industry (Love
2018; Parker et al. 2018), game localisation practices for Chinese consumers (Dong &
Mangiron 2018), and the cultural field of game production both globally (Kerr 2017) and
in Australia (Keogh 2019).
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4. Secondary Data Analysis: China’s Cultural Policy, Censorship
& Localisation
In this chapter, and supplementary to the literature review, is an analysis of
China's cultural policy. The purpose of this analysis is to provide context as to how China's
gaming market has emerged as a global leader, and thus appealing to Australian
developers, whilst also drawing attention to the unique transformations in state policy
towards cultural products that catalysed new occupations in the circulation of foreign
games. The role of cultural policy in China has precipitated the need to compete within
the globalised cultural market, thus its intention is to "provide the right levers to drive
accumulation and upgrading of the economy, to encourage investments in clusters and in
infrastructure" (Keane 2013, p. 73). China is relevant, and therefore discussed, as it has
become one of the world’s largest gaming markets (Nagumo & Imahashi 2019; Newzoo
2019), with many Australian developers increasingly seeking to publish their content
(Austrade 2020; Jirik 2017) given the massive digital game export potential (Export
Council of Australia 2018; IGEA 2018).
The significant transformations of China’s policies towards gaming distribution
and consumption has been categorised in this chapter to parallel key stages of the game
production process. The ‘Playtest’ stage from 2000 to 2007 details the state
government’s early apprehensions towards gaming consoles that laid the foundations for
the mobile game reconnaissance. This period mirrors the ‘playtest’ period in game
production, whereby a game developer will test a new game for design flaws and bugs.
Following this period is the ‘Beta’ stage of 2008 to 2018, which is signified by the gold
rush of game production and consumption in China and characterised by various
regulatory attempts to ensure the flourishing industry is guided by state interests. The
‘Beta’ phase of game production is when a game is generally complete, with several bugs
and features still requiring attention. The current ‘Launch’ stage of 2018 to present was
catalysed by a freeze on game approvals prior to an overhaul of regulatory and
administrative processes. This reflects the ‘Launch’ period within the game production
process, whereby a game is launched into the market. The policy analysis provided in
each stage evokes a detailed understanding of the dynamic relational powers at play
within the field of game production and consumption in China, thus highlighting how
transformations in China’s policies on gaming reflect cultural and political concerns that
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directly impact both transnational and Australian actors within the game production
process.
Figure 4.1 below outlines each stage in Chinese cultural policy development, in
addition to the year range and key developments that mark each stage. It should be
noted that although the three stages are signified by a key policy development that
transformed production and consumption processes, there is significant overlap of policy.
Stage

Year Range

Key Policy Development

Playtest

2000 - 2008

Ban on console devices.

Beta

2009 - 2017

‘Provisions on Three Determinations’ policy
dictating which administrative departments are
responsible for game publication and censorship.

Launch

2018 - Present

Game approval freeze and the formulation of the
State Administration of Press and Publication
(SAPP)

Figure 4.1 Stages of China’s cultural policy development.

4.1. Introduction to China’s Gaming Market
China boasts the largest game market in Asia. In 2019, over USD $33 billion in
domestic games revenue was generated (Desatoff 2020; Niko Partners 2020). Surpassed
only by the US, China’s game licensing freeze and major cultural policy renewal had a
significant impact on the nation’s revenue growth (Newzoo 2019). As of June 2019, the
China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC) reported 854 million active internet
users, of which 99.1% use mobile to access the internet (CNNIC 2019). As of 2018, there
are over 620 million Chinese gamers (Newzoo 2018), and 68.5% of total game revenue
was generated on mobile (Statista Research Department 2020).
Broadly speaking, China’s cultural policy and the censorship procedure enforced
on all cultural products is unique in a globalised arena. It’s ‘uniqueness’ is characterised
by the neo-techno-nationalism employed by the state government, whereby “policymaking in the construction of defensive, reactionary strategies to tackle globally
imported cultural products such as online games”(Jiang & Fung 2019, p. 805) dominate.
All forms of media in China are considered global cultural products, as whether
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“consciously or unconsciously, culture, ideology and philosophy are embedded in such
products” (Zhang 2012, p. 339). Therefore, content of various mediums such as print, film
and gaming – to even emerging media forms like webtoons and virtual reality content
must adhere to China’s strict media regulations. Harsh penalties will apply to any content
distributed and consumed in China that is not approved through the respective governing
authorities1. China does not have an age rating classification system, as all content
released in China must be viewable by consumers of all ages. Due to both the interactive
component of video games and online gaming, as well as the size of China’s gaming
market, greater attention is given to this content from censorship authorities (Dong &
Mangiron 2018). Therefore, until April 2019, both local and foreign gaming producers and
developers were subject to the ambiguity of China’s censorship procedure prior to and
after the game release to ensure their content is not restricted from one of the world’s
leading gaming markets. Prior to the 2019 major regulation restart, producing and
distributing gaming content in China was challenging due to the existence of multiple
censoring bodies (GAPP and MOC), vague censorship guidelines that aren’t consistent
with other global markets, and a lack of transparency on censorship procedure and
review processes. Although the new regulations aim to guide both domestic and
international game developers towards an arguably simpler process for publication, it
would appear that the implications are yet to be truly understood by most practitioners
both in Australia, and globally.

4.2. ‘Playtest’ Stage: 2000 - 2008
China has and will continue to ensure the ‘national interests’ of both its citizens
and domestic industries through the production and consumption of media. The Ministry
of Foreign Affairs dictated that the five core ‘national interests’ are: national sovereignty,
security, development of economy and society, peaceful development, and national
reunification (Bingguo 2010; Liu 2014; Zhou 2019). From a technological capacity, this has
been achieved by ensuring a state of Neo-Techno-Nationalism (Jiang & Fung 2019). NeoTechno-Nationalism is characterised by “a sense of expanded state commitments to
technological development, increased reliance on private initiative and public–private
1

Harsh penalties are carried out in accordance with the Law on Administrative Penalties. Such
penalties are: 1) warning; 2) fine; 3) confiscation of illegal income and property, 4) suspension of
business and production; 5) withholding or revoking of business license; 6) detention; 7) other
penalties (Neogames 2015).
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partnerships, more welcoming openness with regard to collaboration with foreign firms
and universities, and renewed attention to international rulemaking and policy
coordination” (Jiang & Fung 2019, p. 805). By implementing seemingly vague censorship
guidelines and policies that directly impact the production and distribution of media in
China, the CCP can assert control in how media is consumed by their citizens. This
ensures supervision over what type of media is consumed, and ultimately flourishes,
whilst also providing local businesses an insider edge within the local market over foreign
powerhouse media conglomerates. As China increasingly imported global cultural
products, "the ignominy of being an export destination has generated concern about
China's cultural sovereignty" (Keane 2013, p. 79). Keane further points to this concern of
ensuring the 'national cultural security', as it was first raised by state media in 2000, and
again in 2005 as a 'cultural trade deficit' crisis (Keane 2007, 2013). It is therefore no
surprise that the government also guides what publishers will value in imported games.
As Xin Zhou, CEO of Melbourne-based game studio Savy Soda commented regarding
what publishers look for in Australian games, “Trends aren’t just informed by consumers.
The government has a strong influence on what publishers will look at. For instance, this
year you need to have anti-addiction settings” (Launching Games in China? Here is What
We've Learnt! – GCAP 2019). When market forces and trends favour foreign entities that
aim to capitalise off Chinese consumers, the government imposes a mixture of
‘cooperation and conflict’, that ensures the market remains open, but under certain
conditions such as a public-private partnership (Jiang & Fung 2019; Suttmeier & Yao
2004).
This practice is first recognised when China became increasingly internationalised
following the transformational era of Deng Xiaoping and Jiang Zemin. The 1990s provided
an opportunity for those with expendable income to enjoy video gaming, particularly via
arcades and internet cafes, whilst also allowing those with higher incomes to purchase
luxury hardware items like PCs and gaming consoles. Indeed, early Australian enterprises
such as BigWorld attempted to break into the Chinese market (Fung 2017). The sale of
gaming consoles, however, was short-lived. In June 2000, several central government
ministries led by the Ministry of Culture proclaimed that console gaming was harmful to
younger people and was a threat to social order (Chen 2013). This effectively left console
giants from the US (Microsoft) and Japan (Nintendo and Sony) restricted from
penetrating the Chinese market, as was achieved globally. The impact of the console ban
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is still felt today – as of 2016 consoles games accounted for less than 1% of digital game
revenue in China (Niko Partners 2017). Although the ban forbade the sale of consoles to
the general population, such devices were still readily available within a grey or black
market. Furthermore, legal substitutions, such as Nintendo's iQue Player were a 'plug-inand-play' alternative. Such consoles still provided Chinese gamers the means to play hit
Nintendo titles like Super Mario 64, but required gamers to head to their local retailer
with a 64MB flash memory card to pre-load such hit titles onto. For many, the luxury of
owning a console or gaming PC and its latest releases was out of reach. Availability of
such hardware produced on a loophole within the national policy resulted in rampant
software and hardware piracy, whilst further strengthening internet café culture. This
coalescence of piracy and internet café culture led to a pivotal implication for Chinese
gaming habits: capitalising on casualisation.
In order to monetise within a temperamental and fiercely pirated industry,
developers and publishers incorporated in-game purchases as key elements within game
design. One such publisher is Shengqu Games (formerly known as Shanda Interactive
Entertainment Ltd.). Shengqu partnered with a series of Chinese internet cafes for
gamers to purchase point cards, which could then be used within the hit 2001 game The
Legend of Mir 2 (Youxiputao 2014). Gamers who would regularly visit internet cafes were
drawn to this mode of revenue - it provided a means of buying into a 'rented' experience
whilst legitimising the title so players would continually return to the game (Ye 2018).
Although widely integrated today within the global mobile gaming industry, Chinese
gaming habits had a stark contrast to those globally whereby game ownership was never
a concern as games were rented on a PC in a rented timeframe at an internet café.
Furthermore, with over 150,000 internet cafes in China, and the high penetration of
mobile phone ownership, purchasing both an expensive game console and individual
games is unappealing to the Chinese consumer (Niko Partners 2017). It was this
environment that set the conditions for Chinese consumers to firmly demand a freemium model for gaming, whereby games are purchased and downloaded for free, but
enable in-app purchases within the gaming model to drive revenue and retention.
Although the console ban was finally lifted in 2014, its absence within China's large
gaming market for over a decade has left foreign powerhouse console brands from the
US and Japan practically negligible in China. This ban has led to a consumer trend in China
where PC and mobile gaming is more appealing, as by 2018, mobile gaming accounted
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for 66.8% of the market, whilst PC games accounted for roughly 30% (iResearch China
2019). In comparison, console gaming currently accounts for less than one percent of
revenue generated (Niko Partners 2017). Furthermore, given Australia’s prowess in the
mobile gaming sector, this appears to be a timely occasion for them to explore new
opportunities in China.
Halting console sales in China arguably did little to stop younger people from
playing games, particularly given the rife of piracy (Ye 2018), but it essentially paved the
way for the mobile gaming reconnaissance from the late 2000s. China homes the world's
largest mobile subscriber base, with many citizens owning an affordable smartphone
device that became increasingly available due to domestic brands like Xiaomi, Huawei
and Oppo (ResearchAndMarkets.com 2019). Despite a wealth of foreign games entering
the Chinese market, they are met with fierce local competition that benefits from
partnerships with powerful media publishing giants such as Tencent and NetEase.
Founded in 1998, Tencent is now the largest video game company in the world, currently
valued at over US$500 billion, with a series of offerings and services spanning ecommerce, gaming, social network services, and online payment services. Guangzhoubased NetEase, founded in 1997, is another global gaming powerhouse, and grew rapidly
due to massively multiplayer online role-playing games. Such global giants within the
local arena shouldn’t be underestimated, as they have a history of assisting the
development and publication of prominent local titles. One of the early notable games to
establish China's mobile gaming market was Happy Farm, hosted by Tencent QQ.
Developed by Chinese social media developer, 5 Minutes, its release in 2008 was met
with unprecedented popularity. At its height, Happy Farm boasted over 23 million daily
users (Dayoo 2009). One must only consider the popularity of FarmVille and the many
other Western clones (i.e. Sunshine Farm, Happy Farmer, Farm Town) on Facebook to
recognise that Happy Farm was an early pioneer of the social network game platform.
This brief overview of the ‘Playtest’ era, characterised by the state government’s
console ban, showcases the state government’s influence to enforce complexities on
China's gaming market, particularly due to the unique decisions made by the CCP, and its
implications towards both domestic and global market forces. By highlighting how the
state adopts a neo-techno-nationalism ethos through the implementation of strict
cultural policy towards gaming, it is easily identifiable how such complexities directly
impact the process of media production and consumption in China. Comparing the
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disparity of global console ownership and gaming statistics to China indicates how
political decision-making can have severe market ramifications that ultimately lead to a
greater control of media production and consumption, whilst protecting local industry to
become global rivals. This is further complicated by Chinese consumer's demand for freemium content. As Roger Sheng, research director at tech research firm Gartner claims, "If
Sony and Microsoft want to expand in China they need to think of changing their
business model, and study the success of Internet gaming market providers where games
are free but they charge money from operating games,”(Carsten 2014). Sony, Microsoft,
and Nintendo must also compete with local competitors. The China-based company
Subor is already developing the country's first gaming console, whilst the VR market is
already saturated with a wealth of established competitors, such as Xiaomi, who provide
Oculus the VR hardware for their devices.

4.3. ‘Beta’ Stage: 2009-2018
Until April 2019, China’s state policy towards digital gaming was managed by two
key authorities, the General Administration of Press and Publication P.R China (GAPP)
and the Ministry of Culture (MOC) dictated which games would be either manufactured
or imported in China. Such games required approval from both governmental authorities
to be published. GAPP was responsible for the examination and approval of online games
prior to their publication and release in China. This also extends to imported games from
foreign operators and developers. Whereas the MOC supervised the administration of
online games. Departmental responsibilities at the time were determined by the General
Office of the State Council, which issued the ‘Provisions on Three Determinations’ in
2008, and the subsequent ‘Explanations on Three Determinations’ in 2009. Prior to the
General Office allocating the respective duties of each governing censorship agency,
disputes between the bureaus were prevalent. This led to strong implications enforced
on imported content, as the censorship process would often slow or halt the release of a
game in the Chinese market. One leading example is the World of Warcraft series, where
a majority of subscribers reside in China. In 2009, the GAPP revoked the permit from
NetEase, who operates the game for Blizzard Entertainment in China, due to “gross
violations” (Takahashi 2009). The GAPP announced that the alleged ‘violations’ were
because NetEase ignored orders to cease charging subscribers and register new accounts
(Hwang 2009). This was despite NetEase receiving approval from MOC only two months
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prior. In a press release, executive officials from the MOC claimed to have jurisdiction
over online games, and that the GAPP did not have adequate powers to terminate the
game (Sina 2009). World of Warcraft experienced further disputes for control of
regulation during the 2010 release of the expansion pack ‘Wrath of the Lich King’, where
the launch in China occurred nearly two years following the global release due to a
dispute between GAPP and MOC (Zhang 2012). NetEase and Blizzard Entertainment’s
experience with the volatility of the Chinese censorship system highlights the
temperamentality of entering China’s market as an imported game, even with a localiser
to assist in the distribution of the product.
The temperamental environment of China’s game approval process during this
period is even further perplexing when comparing the required materials for examination
of each censorship authority. As previously stated, censorship can occur both before and
well after the release of a game. Kou Xiaowei, the deputy director of the Technology and
Digital Publishing division of GAPP, described the two aspects of approval required from
GAPP. Firstly, an inspection of the business and its competency to operate and
administer censorship measures is undertaken. This is followed by a review of the game
content. During the review, the following materials were requested (Luo 2009; Zhang
2012):
1. Application form for publishing imported online gaming products;
2. The Registration Certificate of Copyright Contact (著作权合同备案证书) issued
by copyright contract registration institutes;
3. Full Chinese script of the online gaming products;
4. Colour printed pictures and demonstration discs, which indicate the main
characters, scenes, tools, storylines, function settings, and the general features of
the products;
5. Three sets of administrator accounts and user clients, which can be used to
perform censorship;
6. Opinions from the publishing institutes.
The materials required by GAPP are not dissimilar to other classification boards globally.
The ESRB (North America), PEGI (Europe), and ACB (Australia) all require a formal
application and copy of game for demonstration. Most interesting, and where China
differs significantly to most other classification systems, is point (5) and (6). As censorship
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is continually enforced following the release of the game, Chinese censors require a highlevel access to gaming content to supervise patches and internal gaming culture. Content
that is approved will receive an Internet Publishing Services License – which can be
revoked at any time.
Imported and online games also require an Internet Cultural Operation License from
the MOC. To receive this license, operators must provide the following (Zhang 2012):
1. The declaration form for the content censorship of imported online games
products and the material registration form for imported online games products;
2. The prospectus explaining the general theme and content of the game;
3. The product operating instructions, both in Chinese and in the original foreign
language;
4. Three copies of sample game products (texts in Chinese and foreign languages,
including the online games software client program, in CD-ROM or DVD format),
as well as the account numbers and passwords, allowing access to the highest
administrative level (or at the top game level);
5. The full dialogue as well as narrations, descriptive texts and the lyrics of all the
songs used in the game, both in Chinese and in the foreign language;
6. Either the product copyright business agreement or the operating agency
agreement in Chinese and in the foreign language;
7. The original copyright certificate;
8. The original or a photocopy of the copyright authorisation certificate;
9. The rating evaluation certificate or any other relevant certificate on the game
product that has been issued in the exporting country;
10. Photocopies of both the Internet cultural operation license and the business
license
of the applicant company;
11. The result of the self-examination by the game operators, including any relevant
comments about the content that may be a cause for dispute;
12. Any other documents that may be needed for the content censorship.
In addition to the game demonstrations, the MOC requests full in-text transcripts of all
audio and dialogue. The most noticeable requirement is that the game operator must
perform self-censorship prior to the game being reviewed.
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Self-censorship and culturalisation are vital practices to ensure a foreign game is
approved by censors, whilst also well-received within the Chinese market. Yet
practitioners in Australia and elsewhere are left to their own devices to navigate this
seemingly ambiguous terrain. Executing effective self-censorship is crucial to ensure a
game is not restricted or delayed from its launch, whereas culturalisation has become a
potent tool used by game developers and localisers to increase sales and appeal to the
Chinese consumer. Such practices may sit outside of the knowledge of Australian game
developers who have had little experience launching their content in China. However, in
a 2019 GCAP discussion, Australian industry members who attended the Austrade ‘China
Joy Bootcamp’ revealed a basic understanding of self-censorship in the form of “text
filters”, and culturalisation via “completely reskinning artwork”. Although practicing
culturalisation isn’t necessary, as demonstrated by games that take a complete
foreignisation approach such as Travel Frog, released by Japanese game company HitPoint in 2017, such games fail to retain gamer attention in China. Within three months of
its release, Travel Frog had over 35 million downloads in China, with interest completely
waning in its fourth month (Davies & Li 2019).
In 2011, the MOC published the ‘Interim Provisions on the Administration of
Internet Culture’, which revealed a few censorship requirements (Zhang 2012). The
provisions most applicable to game censorship are:


Those endangering the unification, sovereignty and territorial integrity of the
State;



Those inciting pornography, gambling, violence or instigating a crime;



Other contents which are prohibited by laws and administrative regulation or by
the state.

Such provisions certainly ensured the ‘national interests’ of the CCP were safeguarded,
but still failed to provide both local and international game developers a systematic
understanding of ‘safe-to-publish’ content. Arguably, such ambiguity would appear to
discourage developers from pushing boundaries within their games. Faced with a limited
understanding of the censorship protocol, game developers and publishers during this
period were provided two options when faced with censorship in the Chinese market.
First, to withdraw the game and not release. Key examples of such games include:
Battlefield 4 for discrediting China’s national image (Burns 2013); Japanese hentai games,
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such as Rapelay, due to sexualised violence; and Football Manager 2005 for recognising
Tibet and Taiwan. The latter was eventually edited. The second option is that games can
edit and remove the contentious content. This is usually achieved through the assistance
of localisers based in China who have the license to distribute the content. For instance,
the MMORPGs Diablo 3 and Blade & Soul were edited and redesigned to ensure it passed
the censors. Diablo 3 removed 18% of its graphic content (blood, bones and wounds);
whereas Blade & Soul, backed by media conglomerate Tencent as the distributor,
redesigned various aspects of female characters and their costumes (O'Hagan &
Mangiron 2013).
With the mobile and online gaming market in China gaining rapid growth, savvy
localisers began assisting foreign game developers and operators to break into the
lucrative industry. In 2016, the China Audio Visual and Digital Publishing Association
(CAVPA), an association authorised by the CCP Publicity Department, published a guide
for content creators designing games specifically for the Chinese market. Although the
guidelines on censorship protocols remained ambiguous, three ‘key classifiers’ can be
recognised amongst the guidelines: territory, violence, and sexual content (Creemers
2016). Violations which can result in censorship apply to language, UX, storyline,
characters, audio, tasks, and advertising (Dong & Manigron 2018). Although more
detailed policy and insider knowledge has been established within this complicated
space, the lack of coherent guidelines encourages producers and localisers to perform
self-censorship. As Tymoczko states, “the absence of firm directions leaves the translator
to his or her own judgement about how to translate, the result often being adaption to
normative pressure” (2009). A leading example of this type of adaption is the Chinese
release of Sid Meier’s Civilization IV (Civ 4). Civ 4 is a turn-based strategy game with a
large gamer base globally. Based on a large scope of historical events, figures, and
landmarks; various references to China were completely redesigned and edited for the
Chinese release. The localiser CEASIA performed strict self-censorship, removing the
characters Qin Shi Huang and Mao Zedong, as well as Beijing, the Great Wall, and the
Three Gorges Dam - replacing such elements with completely fictitious characters, cities
and cultural icons (Zhang 2012). Furthermore, the term ‘communism’ was altered to
‘perfectionism/utopianism’, which as Zhang comments, “may be seen as an overt
propaganda strategy to placate censors” (2012, p. 347). Civ 4 is but one example of many
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imported games that redesign many elements to adhere to censorship policy and ensure
there is no delay or restriction to the game’s launch.
Cultural adaption is another tool used by game developers to increase the
success of their product within the local market. Such methods have seen great success,
and intense replication, within the mobile gaming market. Given China is one of the
biggest gaming markets in the world, valued at $36.5 billion USD (Deng 2019), game
developers and localisers are executing strategies to adjust their content for not only the
censorship authorities, but the local gamers themselves. As mentioned in Chapter 2,
localisers and developers can take either a foreignisation or domestication approach
whereby cultural nuances are adapted to entertain players and ensure gameplay is
tailored to provide a more positive gaming experience. Such adaptions can take place on
a ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ scale (Dong & Mangiron 2018). For instance, when Diablo 3 was
released to the Chinese market in 2015, the localisation team employed a ‘micro’
adaption by changing the numbering system for damage from K (thousand) and M
(million) to Chinese numerals (Dong & Manigron 2018). As ‘Micro-level’ adaption refers
to textual changes, adaption can also include songs and lyrics, food terminology, and
myths. Western myths and legends lack exposure in China, so games will often localise
storylines by adapting to similar tales in Chinese history. The Australian mobile game
series Ski Safari is a blatant example of successfully utilising this form of micro-level
adaption. When the game was localised for Chinese audiences, daily revenue rose by
2000%. The next game release, based on the well-known legend, ‘Journey to the West’
further increased daily revenue by 210 times (Dong & Manigron 2018).
‘Macro-level’ cultural adaption extends this notion further by restructuring the
overall game design. This is achieved through various methods, such as altering game
mechanics, character design, colours, and gaming habits. Chinese gaming habits have
noticeable differences to those recognised globally. As claimed in China Daily, local
gamers are more interested in levelling up, collecting items, and upgrading skills (2016).
For instance, in the popular Marvel mobile game, Contest of Champions, gameplay was
completely redesigned so fighting sequences could be auto-played so gamers could
progress without playing out the fighting element (Sinclair 2016).
This period also marked a significant shift whereby imported mobile games
restructured their revenue model to adapt to local consumer wants. Many games that
are imported into China will adopt a ‘free-mium model’, as paid-games have less
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exposure. This form of macro-level adaption to gaming habits resulted in globally popular
games like Monument Valley changing to a freemium to ensure its greater penetration in
the Chinese market. Despite many theorising Monument Valley will pave the way for paid
mobile games in the Chinese market (Jordan 2015), the developer Ustwo partnered with
localiser iDreamksky to produce a freemium version which saw great success in China at
12 million downloads (Sarkar 2016). Additionally, the inclusion of virtual weapons and
skins has becoming a popular feature in Chinese mobile games. Such items are
considered to improve social status within the virtual world, whilst also providing players
a competitive edge over others (Dong & Manigiron 2018). Character design is another
common feature of ‘macro-level’ adaption. Whereas alterations to character design
feature extensively due to self-censorship, in the form of cultural adaption, the aim is to
localise domestic imagery to appeal to Chinese gamers. Imangi Studios’ hit mobile sequel
Temple Run 2 likewise partnered with the China-based iDreamsky to localise the game. In
the Chinese edition, Yip Man and Bruce Lee were added to the string of playable
characters, in addition to a series of other cultural adaptions.

4.4. ‘Launch’ Stage: 2018 - Present
Following the freeze on all game approvals in 2018, China's digital gaming climate
has experienced drastic developments towards the publication of digital games. When
China's State Administration of Press and Publication (SAPP) was formulated in April
2018, the approval and publication of digital games was halted until December of that
year. SAPP, a new state administration arm of the Communist Party of China, was created
along with State Film Administration, and the State Administration of Radio and
Television. The three revamped administrations form part of the ideological sector of the
CPC to invigorate institutional reform within media and the arts, and where previously all
duties were governed by the State Council, the administrations for Press and Film are
now governed by the Publicity Department of the CPC Central Committee, headed by
Huang Kunming. The State's alleged purpose of separating each administration and
overhauling the publication procedure was, as Huang announced, to "enhance cultural
confidence, be innovative, stick to the correct orientation, place the people at the center
of the work and strive for new progress." (Xinhua 2018).
Coincidentally, the ‘overhaul’ of the state's media publication procedure follows
the arrest of China's 'internet czar', Lu Wei. Lu, the former director of the Cyberspace
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Administration of China (CAC) and architect behind China's strict censorship protocols
was sentenced to 14 years imprisonment in March 2019 for accepting bribes (Zheng
2019). This is a sharp fall from grace for Lu, a former close ally of Xi Jinping and recipient
of TIME's 2015 list of 100 Most Influential People (Sterling 2018). Lu's spot as director of
CAC was then filled by Zhuang Rongwen, who was previously the head of SAPP during its
establishment in April 2018. With Zhuang claiming the top censor role, the vacancy at
SAPP "appears to be one of the primary roadblocks to resuming game licensing" (Huang
2018). With Huang Kunming now governing SAPP, it is unsurprising that policies
pertaining to the publication of gaming content would encounter a serious revamp with
astringent ramifications to the industry. Huang also serves as the vice-chair of the Central
Guidance Commission on Building Spiritual Civilisation. This is a leading arm of China's
propaganda department tasked with steering ideological efforts towards building a
socialist harmonious society (Shambaugh 2017). Given Huang's role and experience
within the propaganda arm of the state, the subsequent overhaul of the publication
procedure further reinforces the neo-techno-nationalist ideology, particularly as "Beijing
has sought to rein in the gaming industry this year, amid concerns over internet
addiction, childhood myopia and unsuitable content" (Huang 2018). Given the context of
Lu's downfall and role he spearheaded at CAC, the halt on game approvals and policy
renewal demonstrates the sheer political capital Huang is willing to exert in order to 'stick
to the correct orientation' and 'enhance cultural confidence'.
The most recent policy development towards digital game publication occurred
in April 2019, when SAPP held a conference to establish the rejuvenated policy and
regulation to publish digital games. As remarked by Niko Partners, a market research and
consulting firm for Asian gaming, the "online games market has become an important
part of China’s technology industry with more than $30 billion in annual revenue, 200
public game companies, 6,000 total game companies and over 600 million gamers" (Niko
Partners 2019). In addition to the approval of digital games, the role of SAPP is to manage
industry development for press and publication, and most crucially, implement the CPC's
propaganda principles (or ‘national interests’) through formulating policies on press and
publication. Feng Shixin, the deputy director of the Publishing Bureau of the Central
Propaganda Department, claimed that the games industry in China developed too quickly
for regulations and regulators to adapt (Niko Partners 2019). The 2019 SAPP conference
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announced a new regulatory system for approvals and submissions, as well as seven key
policies that concern gaming content. These new policies consist of the following:
1. Establishment of an online game ethics committee to review content.
2. Restart approval process to issue licenses for new titles.
3. Implement a limit on the number of games approved each year.
4. Research and implement anti addiction systems.
5. Require mini games and HTML5 games to go through the approval process.
6. Introduce self-regulation within game publishers.
7. Promote games with traditional culture and historical accuracy.
As reported by Niko Partners (2019), several clear guidelines have been
stipulated by SAPP in relation to the game development and publication. These are:


If a game is part of a series, this must be noted in the application. If not noted, the
game will be assumed to have the same title as an existing game, and is unlikely to
get a license.



If an online game has offline content, the application must indicate that and
explain the offline content.



When submitting a game for approval, do not include the version number in the
title.



There shall be no images of dead bodies or pools of blood in any games.



Developers may not change the colour of pools of blood to accommodate.



Mobile game applications do not require publishers to send a smartphone with the
game pre-installed for approval.



Publishers no longer need to submit a paper copy of the “banned words list” for
each game, a digital version of the list is sufficient.
SAPP's new regulations present probable implications on the process of

transnational exchange and the publication of digital games in China. However, it is too
early to determine whether Australian practitioners are aware of, or felt, such changes.
Easily recognised amongst the new guidelines is that it mirrors similar cultural policy on
the distribution of film - that a limited number of games will be approved by SAPP. The
‘official reason’ for this regulation is to halt the approval of both copy-cat and low-quality
games from flooding the market (Niko Partners 2019). Copyright and ownership rights
are essentially non-existent in China, which has led to a market saturation of copy-cat
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and clones of highly successful games. Copy-cat games have been a painful thorn that
affects game developers and publishers looking to release in China. As Matthew Leopald,
business development and marketing director at the China/Australia-based localisation
company Yodo1 states, "There are a ton of copycats [in China]… But there are no real
anti-piracy legislation in place. Fighting copycats is always an uphill battle.” (Chartboost
2016). The issue of copy-cats and cloning is even more of a challenge for international
developers looking to localise content in-house due to the fragmentation of the android
app store and the associated time to publish a game onto these platforms. The Chinese
app market is home to over 70 prominent distribution app stores - all with their own
internal rules and terms. According to Yoda1's vice president, Vincent Diao, a foreign
developer would need to localise content in over 40 of these to reach a majority of
Android users (Chartboost 2016). In the time it takes a developer to publish a game, it's
very feasible and commonplace for a clone game to be published in another app store.
There is also little incentive for the app store to take the game down, as Shlomo Freud,
founder of AppinChina states, “Let’s say the copycat makes multiple hundreds of millions
a month, the platforms are motivated to protect games that are making money. The
effort may not be worth the payoff.” (Chartboost 2016).
Furthermore, game developers may not be aware of present avenues to ensure
their game is not cloned. Clicker Heroes by Playsaurus began to trend in tech blogs
(Hodges 2019; O'Hara 2019) as a horrifying example of game cloning in China when Apple
removed the original game from their app store. The game’s supposed developer,
redditor u/Fragsworth, raised the alarm on the r/gaming subreddit in a post titled 'Some
company in China stole my game got more than half a million plays'. u/Fragsworth, along
with another game developer, produced Clicker Heroes - a cartoon-fantasy mobile and
browser game. Whilst the developer was waiting for the game to be localised, another
company "took the game, decompiled it, translated it into Chinese, and is hosting it in
China at least one place (maybe more?) [sic]" (Reddit 2015b). As depicted in Figure 4.2
and 4.3 below, the Chinese copycat is a visual replication with identical character and
game design, albeit with a translated text layer.
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Figure 4.2 Screenshot provided by u/Fragsworth of Clicker Heroes by Playsaurus.
Allegedly first published in 2014 (Reddit 2015).

Figure 4.3 Screenshot provided by u/Fragsworth of 点击英雄 by Shenzhen Lingyou
Technology Co., Ltd. Trademarked in 2015 (Reddit 2015).
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What makes this particular case even more interesting is when r/Fragsworth
updated the r/gamedev subreddit that 'Apple removed my game from the app store
because some company in China made a clone, trademarked the name we were already
using, and then asked Apple to take down my game" (Reddit 2019). The Chinese
company, Shenzhen Lingyou Technology Co., Ltd. claimed the trademark for the
simplified Chinese translation "点击英雄" in 2015, despite u/Fragsworth already
publishing the game on an Asian web portal in 2014 with the same title. According to
u/Fragsworth, Shenzhen Lingyou Technology only took three months to replicate the
game and apply for trademark. The copycat version has since accrued over 126 million
players since 2015 (U17 2019). Since Clicker Heroes was initially taken down, Apple have
reinstated the game in regions outside of China. This case study indicates a key challenge
foreign developers face when publishing in China - that a lack of knowledge or resources
towards China's legal system regarding trademark applications can have serious
consequences. Unfortunately for u/Fragsworth, in China, trademark is enforced on a 'first
to file' basis which is a stark difference to the US approach of 'first to use'. Furthermore,
it is not only Chinese platforms that are not motivated to protect games as this attitude is
employed by all platform giants - particularly when developers lack the insight towards
trademark regulations in the target market (Chartboost 2016). Horror stories akin to that
of Clicker Heroes would certainly evoke fear in Australia developers. As revealed by
Kristian Ranston of Austrade, it would also explain why local developers are contacting
the agency for IP assistance (GCAP 2019 – ‘Launching Games In China? Here is What
We’ve Learnt!’). Given the new guidelines towards game approval, it yet to be
determined whether such horror stories of publishing in China continue, or if such
guidelines are better positioned to protect game developer IP regardless of origin.
The limit on game approvals also mirrors a similar policy adopted within the
publication of films. Under a quota system designed to limit the number of foreign film
releases in China, only 34 films will receive approval for distribution on a revenue-sharing
basis. The purpose of this policy is to protect local industry, whereby international
studios receive 25% of Chinese box office revenues with the remaining amount given to
co-production studios, local distributors and cinemas (Zheng 2018). This policy also
encourages foreign film studios to co-produce with the Chinese film industry to benefit
from insider knowledge of distribution and censorship procedures, whilst providing
employment and education opportunities for locals. Foreign companies looking to
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publish gaming content in China are already required to license such content with a
Chinese publisher. For instance, massive PC titles such as League of Legends are licensed
to Chinese media giant Tencent. Therefore, it will also be interesting whether the new
approval process will have serious implications for transnational game production,
whereby the number of approval slots become more competitive - particularly due to
local Chinese developers having the home ground advantage. In a similar vein to what
occurs within the film production and distribution process in China, game developers in
future may seek to partner with local developers, rather than just localisers and
publishers, to ensure their game will meet approval by the newly formed SAPP. For
instance, many Chinese and Korean gaming companies have established a joint venture,
such as Korean gaming giants Nexon, Netmarble Games, and NCSoft (Jiang & Fung 2019).
The new regulations, in accordance with the creation of an official ethics
committee, seek to prohibit "anything that violates or threatens China’s constitution,
national security, or political climate; games that promote racism or religious cults; and
obscene content featuring drug use, extreme violence, or gambling" (Webb 2019).
Although it was relatively common knowledge that this guideline was enforced across all
media publication, Huang Kunming has entered his new position with even greater
determination of 'building spiritualised civilisation'. Local gaming publisher giant,
Tencent, has already adapted to such regulations. Tencent-operated Player's Unknown
Battleground (PUBG), a Battle-Royale style first-person-shooter (FPS) was recently
censored and relaunched due to depictions of violence, resulting in the inability to
monetise due to lack of government approval. PUBG was developed by the PUBG
corporation, a subsidiary of the South Korean video game company Bluehole and was
originally licensed in 2017 by Tencent. The game failed to receive approval for over a year
due to the approval freeze in 2018, resulting in Tencent’s inability to monetise the game.
Despite having 70 million active mobile users, PUBG mobile was taken down in China in
May 2019 and replaced with an approved alternative - Game for Peace. Game for Peace
features several tweaks, including a new dying animation where the 'dead' player gives a
loot box and waves goodbye (Hernandez 2019). Despite Tencent claiming that the two
titles are from "very different genres" (Liao 2019), whereby Game for Peace has been
described as more 'patriotic' with an anti-terrorism theme, player gaming history and
achievements have been transferred over from PUBG. A Shenzhen-based mobile studio
founder reported to TechCrunch that "it's what we call changing skin… the gameplay
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stays largely intact" (Liao 2019). Game For Peace was also one of the first games to
receive approval since the regulation overhaul, with the ability to now monetise via Inapp purchases (Goh & Jiang 2019). Analysts at China Renaissance have determined that
in-app purchases could equate to 10 billion RMB in revenue, for which Tencent saw a 2
percent rise in share value (Goh & Jiang 2019). The new game publication regulations
reveal the sheer power of China’s state administration and the unpredictable and willing
potential to considerably influence both media production and consumption within the
domestic game market. Such case studies highlight the power of political capital within
the field. Furthermore, if such decisions can impact media mega-corporations such as
Tencent, foreign indie game developers must be willing to expect similar ramifications.
Another policy guideline that effects both developers and distributors is the need
to implement strategies to address game addiction. In an effort to curb such addiction,
the new regulation restricts children under 18 years of age to 90 minutes of gaming per
day, and three hours on weekends (BBC 2019). A game curfew was also instigated, which
bans gamers from playing between 22:00 to 08:00. Such precautions would appear
difficult to enforce, however as announced by Huang in a press release, “the State Press
and Publication Administration is docking with the Ministry of Public Security, and is
leading the construction of a unified identification system to provide game companies
with identification services for game users to accurately verify the identity of minors"
(Xinhua 2019). Tencent was one of the first game providers to enforce such strategies by
requiring gamers to prove their age using official state records and identification (BBC
2019), with other game providers under ‘local supervision’ to implement such strategies.
Some Australian developers appear to have been notified of the implications of the new
regulations, as Spencer Rose, founder of Bankroll studios and the hit survival PC game
Hurtworld commented at a Sydney meet-up event, “our publisher required us to halve
the amount of XP a player could accrue after several hours of straight gameplay. A few
hours after this, if the person is still gaming, the amount of XP they will get will drop even
further – maybe to 5%” (Sydney Meet Up 2018).

4.5. Summary
This chapter has detailed some of the rapid transformations that have led to a
bourgeoning, yet highly volatile gaming marketplace in China, as well as the continuous
endeavours made by the state government to radically update their cultural policy to
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ensure ‘national interests’ are protected. The continual annual growth of the Chinese
gaming market indicates how the Chinese population have incorporated digital gaming
into their daily life and thus showcases the sheer potential for foreign game-makers to
exponentially expand their consumer-base, and therefore pockets. This isn’t without
considerable risk, both economically and politically. The Chinese state government has
recognised several key concerns that come with a growing gaming population, and thus
implemented unique neo-techno-nationalistic policies with considerable impact to the
processes of production and consumption. Such analysis enables us to witness firsthand
the power of political logic within China’s national space in the field of power. The
analysis of such policies provided in this chapter should also draw attention to the
challenging barrier local Australian developers encounter when launching their content
into one of the largest gaming markets. Furthermore, this chapter provides the required
context to understand why professional services exist to bridge the cultural gap foreign
developers face to ensure their game is adequately localised, published, and distributed
without a hitch. Chapter 5 will explore the role of agents that facilitate such ‘gapbridging’ services, and the impact of their work on the cultural field of game production.

78 | P a g e

5. Non-Participant Observations at Australian Gaming Events
This chapter discusses and analyses at depth key data collected through nonparticipant observation at Australian game events and presents fresh insights on the field
of Australian game production. First, an attempt to explicate current understandings of
the field of Australian game production through ethnography is provided. This is followed
by a detailed discussion of three present themes that were documented through nonparticipant observation. The three themes, game development tools, monetisation, and
government support, were consistently of immediate concern by both panel leaders and
members of each event, thus indicating that such themes represent clear tensions within
the local field.
To draw out some fresh insights into how the Chinese digital gaming market has
become appealing to Australian developers (RQ1), as well as what expertise is required
by game localisers when adapting Australian digital games (RQ2), micro-ethnography in
the form of non-participant observation was undertaken at both small and large-scale
gaming events. As detailed further in Chapter 3, non-participant observation at smallscale events consisted of attending seven ‘Sydney Game Developer’ events held on a
monthly basis between February and September 2018. For the large-scale event, nonparticipant observation took place at Game Connect Asia Pacific (GCAP) 2019. The
purpose of this form of micro-ethnography was to observe seminars and panel
discussions as a participant, as well as engage with local and international industry
members. Ethnographic methodologies have been used extensively in game research,
particularly within game development. Studies such as Parker et al. (2018), Whitson
(2018), Love (2018) and Keogh (2019) draw upon ethnographic accounts in Canada and
Australia via interviews with game developers and non-participant observation inside
production studios and gaming exhibitions to disseminate discourse on popular
narratives within indie game production. A similar approach is adopted by Jørgensen
(2019) to present findings on upcoming game development studios in Norway. Boellstorff
argues that ethnography in the form of non-participant observation “is of particular
utility in disciplines like game studies where the object of study is emergent, incompletely
understood, and thus unpredictable” (2006, p. 32). Literature in games research has also
utilised various other forms of ethnography to elucidate results. Giddings (2009)
conducted a meta-analysis of mid-2000 games research that analysed video game play to
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construct a new model for micro-ethnographic approaches to investigating gameplay.
This method of microethnography has been adopted to contribute to games research on
identity, such as queer culture (Sundén 2009) and participant exploration (Taylor et al.
2015). Whilst Garner (2013) utilises auto-ethnography to investigate the work and
activities of an emerging game production team as a design apprentice. This chapter will
highlight useful insights that contribute to the discourse of cultural intermediary, cultural
production, and game localisation research.

5.1. Field of Australian Game Production
In order to determine that findings made at such events, which are essentially
networking opportunities, are critical to the field of video game production, it can be
understood that in the context of Australia, attending such events and engaging with the
local community is a form of ‘work’ for video game developers. Australia’s videogame
industry is effectively absent of large mainstream studios or blockbuster publishers,
resulting in a deeply rooted independent game-making culture. As briefly mentioned in
the present study’s introduction (Chapter 1), the catalyst for this culture is owed to the
devastation of the GFC in the late 2000s, which provided “Australian videogame makers a
joint sense of shared struggle – a collective sense of having survived the war together and
being closer for it” (Keogh 2019, p. 11). This collective struggle has encouraged cultural
entrepreneurism and a nascent rejection of mainstream production culture and values,
and therefore indie game developers must “accumulate specifically cultural capital, albeit
at the cost of temporarily renouncing economic profit” (Bourdieu & Nice 1980, p. 268). In
the absence of generating tangible economic capital, Australian indie game developers
must look to develop other forms of capital (cultural, social, symbolic), which has come to
fruition in the form of network sociality (Keogh 2019; McRobbie 2018). Network sociality,
or ‘club-culture sociality’ was coined by McRobbie to describe the informal cultural
labour that formed out of grass-root dance music scenes (McRobbie 2018). The practice
of “hard-nose networking” (McRobbie 2018, p. 22), as cultural work, values and
commoditises social capital as a form of labour in cultural fields which are less influenced
by commercial production. In this sense, and within the context of Australia’s indiedominant production landscape as revealed by Keogh (2019), networking and networking
events must be viewed as a form of work for indie game developers within the cultural
field of video game production. Therefore, non-participant observation at such events,
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where indie game developers are at ‘work’, can be viewed as an optimal opportunity to
establish insights on the cultural field of video game production.
Three key themes were consistently of discussion at each of the events. The first
theme concerns the usage of various tools by game developers to produce and localise
their content for global audiences. The second, and most prevalent, is monetisation and
financial stability. Observations at Australian gaming events revealed developers that use
platform-connected apps for mobile games are increasingly strategising on monetisation
elements through advertisements, paid sponsorships, or in-app purchases. With the
emergence of game analytics, powered by social media connectivity, there is concern
that such monetisation strategies particularly engineered for transnational audiences
cripples creative autonomy (Fuchs 2015; Nieborg 2015; Whitson 2018). Lastly, the third
theme concerned government support initiatives from a federal and state level in
Australia. After several years of lobbying, a game production fund was initiated in 2014
that supported the growth of the local independent community. This, however, was
short-lived. This section documents and analyses existing government support and its
impact, or lack thereof, on game production. Data collected through non-participant
observation provided useful insights on these three themes to reveal how the Chinese
market has become appealing to Australian developers, the expertise required to localise
content for Chinese gamers, and unique characteristics of Australia’s contemporary
gaming industry.

5.2. Observed Australian Gaming Events
5.2.1. Sydney Game Developers Meet Up
The Sydney Game Developers Meet Up began as a registered monthly event in
September 2016. Comprising of over 1700 members, the events are industry focused and
“provides an opportunity to hear what’s happening in the development community from
the experts” (Sydney Game Developers 2018). Since its initiation, the Meet Up event has
hosted panel discussions covering many topics related to game development, from
coding and machine learning to user experience and gamification. Given panel and
keynote topics covered a large scope of game development, discussion on either
localisation or reflections on the Chinese market were rare and intermittent. Rather,
observations taken at these events provided a snapshot into the local field of video game
production in Sydney. Instances where discussions did address the research questions
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reflected honest perspectives from local community members. Despite discussion not
always centred on the research questions of the present study, such observations on an
array of game development topics provided unique and surprising insights into the local
field of video production. As argued by Banks and Cunningham (2016), if we are to
understand the field of video game production, we must empirically consider their
working lives. This sentiment is likewise carried by Keogh (2019), whereby understanding
game developer’s “struggles, their motivations, their position within and disposition
towards the broader field” (p. 13) allows researchers to grasp the relation between
cultural labour and the cultural, political, and social capital that is generated and
subsequently commoditised.
Content and data collected from non-participant observation at Sydney Game
Developers Meet Ups in relation to game developer tools and monetisation is discussed
below in section 5.3 and 5.4.

5.2.2. Game Connect Asia Pacific 2019
Game Connect Asia Pacific (GCAP) is an annual conference held in October during
the Melbourne International Games Week. Similar to the Sydney Game Developers Meet
Up event, GCAP features “talks, panel discussions, networking opportunities and
workshops from a variety of talk tracks for; design, art, animation, community, culture,
business, games-adjacent and programming.” (Games Week 2019). Now in its 14th year,
the conference is community-based with a purpose of up-skilling the Australian game
development industry. This year, the event theme of ‘Lighting the Way’ sung true as
discussions and talks were centred on current challenges and obstacles developers are
facing with panel members and speakers heralding solutions. Drawing a few thousand in
attendance, seminar halls were filled with industry specialists from a range of
occupational backgrounds. Accompanying the seminars was the opportunity to network
using ‘MeetToMatch’, an online networking service where attendees can upload a profile
featuring their occupation, interests, and desired connections. In a setting similar to
speed-dating, game developers seeking resources of any capacity can link up.
Key insights towards monetisation and government support from non-participant
observations at GCAP are discussed further below in section 5.4 and 5.5.
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5.3. Game Developer Tools
One profound insight was that the tools and operating procedures to guide game
development have become both transparent and readily accessible to all developers.
Prior to the GFC crisis there was a clear cultural divide between high-profile blockbuster
studios with ‘triple-A’ releases, and amateur or hobbyist developers coding from their
bedroom. Now, game developers from all backgrounds are “just as likely to be using the
same game engine as the blockbuster developer, just as likely to distribute through the
same platforms and consoles, and just as likely to be written about by the same critics"
(Keogh 2019, p. 2). The standardisation of tools and distribution was easily recognised in
the panel discussion “You reap what you sow – A Student’s Game Development Journey”.
During this meet-up event, students at the University of Technology Sydney (UTS)
provided a snapshot into the challenges and obstacles in learning game development at a
tertiary level, as well as their experiences in developing their first game. Most interesting
was that as they used the same tools for programming and 3D modelling, their obstacles
were easily understood and met with advice from experienced developers in the
audience. This observation reveals two understandings of the local field of video game
production. Firstly, with the lowered barrier to entry due to the standardisation of tools
and distribution, the bar to expertise has been exponentially raised, thus the field is
internalised with struggles for Bourdieusian legitimisation and capital. But secondly,
those of disproportionate dominant power within the field are open to exchanging
expertise, and therefore capital, in this local setting. As mentioned above, in the context
of Australia, the collective sense of struggle within the local community challenges the
otherwise neoliberal force of competition, secrecy, and legitimisation that is a significant
characteristic of mainstream production (Keogh 2019; Weststar 2015).
It is no surprise that game developer tools featured most commonly at Meet Up
events, as many panels were software orientated. Tima Anoshechkin, CEO of Alta VR, led
a panel on ‘Strategies to prioritise tool development in small feature driven teams’. In
this discussion, Anoshechkin highlighted that the Australia indie community are content
on using current user-facing programs, such as Unreal and Unity, and due to the lack of
resources, studios did not prioritise tool optimisation and improvement. This,
Anoshechkin argues, has led to a loss in productivity and production related externalities.
It is no surprise that the optimisation of tools and processes is given a low priority within
Australia’s video game production industry, given that as of 2016 the average size of an
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Australian game studio is only nine people (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017). A key
challenge here that Anoshechkin addresses is that cutting-edge game production, such as
virtual and augmented reality, lacks a purpose-built program to develop content,
“VR is a completely 3D visual experience, and development must take place in a
3D environment, on a 2D screen. The tools we use to develop VR content were
made to produce content on a 2D screen” (Sydney Game Developers 2018 #Education <Gamification> & Strategies To Prioritise Tools Development)
A similar concern towards the optimisation of processes and tools was also
observed in relation to game translation. As a programmer from Australian studio
Halfbrick highlighted in the discussion, translation tools such as TextMesh Pro, a Unity
asset which uses advanced text rendering to style and add texture to fonts, combined
with I2 Localization, which stores text strings in a Google spreadsheet, can be translated
and reloaded whilst the game is running. For Halfbrick, translations are outsourced to a
translation service in real-time. In contrast, an elementary example of a text translation
process is to crowdsource (Bondarenko 2018; Guy et al. 2015; Kerr 2017). Given the
expensive upfront costs associated with translation services, many game developers
involve players in the localisation process. This approach was adopted by Bankroll Studios
in the overnight survival hit Hurtworld. As Spencer Rose, founder of Bankroll Studios,
revealed in the panel discussion, with only a team of three and limited resources, Rose
uploaded a Google Spreadsheet with all game text, whereby “a few awesome volunteers
translated each word or phrase in their native language”. As depicted in figure 5.1 and
5.2 below, communication between developers at Bankroll Studios and gamers often
took place in online forums through either the Hurtworld Wiki or Reddit thread:

Figure 5.1 ‘Translation in French!’ post by Z3ther (Hurtworld 2020).
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Figure 5.2 Post by u/IAMA_Bobsled on Hurtworld Subreddit (Reddit 2015a).
What can be extracted here, other than that both tools and processes
dynamically differ despite developers consistently using the same developer programs?
The different approaches used by Halfbrick and Bankroll studios demonstrate how the
practice of video game production in Australia has become entangled in formal and
informal settings. In the case of Hurtworld, the gamer themselves becomes folded into
the trans-local process of video game production, whilst the developer can generate and
exchange cultural and social capital by connecting directly with the gamer and localising
their game for that market. This in turn has the prospect of producing economic capital,
as the game is now translated for that market. Although text translation is only a single
feature that encompasses game localisation (See Chapter 2.1), this poses an interesting
insight into the ‘expertise’ required to adapt Australian games. As in this instance, for a
highly successful Australian PC game, the expertise of language translation is left with
gamers. This begs the question: are gamers themselves becoming cultural intermediaries,
whereby their translations adapt a product within the production process, thus
legitimising the product and curating a taste for a target market - consequently
generating capital?
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In the case of Hurtworld, the answer is a soft ‘no’. The simple process of
crowdsourcing game translation to the gamer itself is advantageous as it is both resource
and cost-beneficial, but comes with a caveat: What happens when the translations are
wrong? As depicted in figure 5.3, user u/rogerhnn on the Hurtworld subreddit expresses
their frustration at the amateur translations, “I hope the dev team sees this, because it’s
so painful to play the game in the current state of translation”.

Figure 5.3 Post by u/rogerhnn on Hurtworld Subreddit (Reddit 2016).
u/rogerhnn’s frustration towards the amateur translations reveal that, in this
instance, the gamers themselves lack the professionalism or expertise considered in the
localiser occupation, and therefore their contribution sits outside the sphere of the
culturally legitimate (Bourdieu 1990a; Smith Maguire 2014). Rather, the contributions of
the ‘awesome volunteers’ can be situated on the fringe of the other interrelated front:
the sphere of the legitimisable (Bourdieu 1990). Here, the inner knowledge of
understanding English and their native language is a form of educational capital that is
used to popularise the “not-yet-legitimate” (Bourdieu 1990a, p. 326), thus assisting in the
“strategic migration of restricted culture into the field of large-scale production” (Smith
Maguire 2014, p. 21). Although gamers themselves might not yet be considered cultural
intermediaries, the case of Hurtworld’s game translation process depicts how gamers, as
consumers, have been drawn into the sphere of the legitimisable, and therefore the field
of video game production.

5.4. Monetisation
When conducting non-participant observation at the Sydney Game Developers
Meet Up and GCAP, one of the most pressing concerns was centred on monetisation. The
global gaming industry is valued at over US$150 billion dollars (Newzoo 2019). This might
lead many to believe that the industry is therefore highly lucrative, when in fact over a
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third of this market is attributed to only five companies, and over two thirds by twentyfive companies (Keogh 2019; Kerr 2017). During a parliamentary inquiry into gaming by
the AU government in 2018, the Interactive Games & Entertainment Association (IGEA)
claimed the global gaming industry increased from US$77 billion in 2014 to US$96 billion
in 2018 (Commonwealth of Australia 2016, 2.18). This is a compound annual growth of
nearly 10%, far higher than other industries of the creative sector. This sector has also
seen unparalleled transformations in content distribution and production models.
Whereas Parker et al. (2018) attribute the growth of indie development in North America
as a "direct result of low-cost and accessible development tools and reduced gatekeeping
in distribution channels" (Parker et al. 2018, p. 1956), in Australia, the reduced
gatekeeping of distribution channels came in the form of mobile gaming and the
proliferation of app stores or Steam as a distribution network. As Mighty Games
managing director claimed, "when the GFC hit, and all the major publishers bailed, we
relied on iOS and 30-day payment terms" (Matt Ditton; PAX 2018 - 10 Years of Gaming).
This shift towards casual mobile games provided developers an alternate avenue to
continue their cultural work. As Steve Faulkner, a game designer at Infinite Interactive
states,
"Games were being released and produced for peanuts, and it surely wasn't
possible to float a whole studio… 12 months later and we were all in it [mobile
game production]. Studios were better insulated, created their own IP, and were
adaptable to sudden changes in the market" (Steve Faulkner, PAX 2018 - 10 Years
of Gaming).
Although mobile game production provided Australian developers an economic
buffer during the GFC, a decade on from the emergence of such platforms and local game
developers are still struggling to monetise their games. As Brendan Keogh revealed in his
keynote address at GCAP, “no one has any money”. Keogh has conducted over 150 semistructured interviews with members in the Australian video game production industry,
where most respondents revealed they are earning between AU$50K-AU$80K annually if
they were a company employee, and less than AU$30K annually if they were selfemployed or contractors. See Figure 5.4 for more data on Australian game developer
incomes.
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Figure 5.4 Australian Game Developer Annual Income, Brendan Keogh, GCAP Keynote
Address.
The circumstances for this can be attributed to several reasons. First, the
emergence of the FtP model requires developers already lacking vital resources to
strategise and incorporate monetisation elements into their games. With many games no
longer using a premium (paid) model, developers must bank on the success of both
downloads and in-app purchases to fuel revenue. Second, the platforms that provided
Australian developers a safety blanket post-GFC through ’30-day payment terms’ “take a
cut of sales, regulate terms of service, but offload much of the responsibilities of
development and distribution back onto the game makers themselves” (Keogh 2019, p.
5; see also: Nieborg and Poell, 2018; Whitson 2019). Third, is cuts to the already underfunded government support to the game production sector. In 2014, the coalition
government cut government assistance via the Australian Interactive Games Fund,
leaving many in the industry to seek support through non-specific industry funding. These
three unique circumstances have led to considerable implications on the contemporary
field of video game production in Australia and contribute to an understanding of why
developers look to large international markets like China, and as a result, the localisation
of their games. As addressed by Keogh, to draw accurate and insightful findings on the
field of video game production in Australia, researchers must “account for the actual lives
and ambitions of Australian videogame producers, rather than relying on those purely
economic and industrial metrics that often have little connection to the lived experiences
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of those within a field” (2019 p. 4). Therefore, this section will leverage findings from
non-participant observation at gaming events to provide key insights into the lived
experiences of game developers and their struggles to adequately monetise their games.
This will elucidate why such developers are interested in foreign markets, such as China.

5.4.1. Free-to-Play (FtP)
The emergence of casual Free-to-Play (FtP) games catalysed a paradigm-shift in
how digital games generate revenue within transnational commodity chains. In 2015, FtP
mobile games eclipsed paid title downloads. As distribution platforms such as Google
Play, iOS, Facebook, and Steam became well-established for both PC and mobile in the
2010s, the FtP model became unrivalled in Australia to produce successful contemporary
digital games. According to Macintyre in the session ‘Lessons from Free to Play’, the
prevalence of this model has resulted in a saturated market of genres, whilst also
challenging local developers to consistently produce monetisation strategies to compete
in the mobile landscape. This paradigm shift in video game consumption, where
consumers demand free content, has resulted in considerable implications on the
process of video game production as developers must become increasingly
knowledgeable and creative in devising and implementing monetisation strategies that
are curated towards consumer trends and tastes. Likewise, the emergence of both online
games and FtP business models has provided the opportunity for new occupations (Kerr
2017). The key complication of such models, as addressed in the panel discussion, is that
consumer tastes and trends differ internationally.
FtP games operate on a business model that commoditises "virtual items,
connectivity, user attention, user data, and play" (Nieborg 2015, p. 1) that was made
possible when platform giants enabled 'in-app-purchases' (IAPs). Apple made this viable
in October 2009, and it wasn’t long until internationally renowned studios and their hero
games, such as Angry Birds (Rovio Entertainment) and Candy Crush (King Digital
Entertainment), to truly capitalise and completely alter the monetisation landscape
within game development. Games that operate on an FtP model are structurally geared
towards economic logic, where all aspects of gameplay, from costume to game design,
commodify cultural and symbolic capital within the confines of the screen to generate
economic capital. As Jessica Paulin, product manager at Hipster Whale professed at
GCAP,
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"Customisation, and therefore personalisation, is wanted. People want to
dress up characters, name things, collect skins. You can change the game
towards such market trends with in-app purchases. You can give people what
they want" (Paulin, GCAP – Lessons from Free to Play).
FtP offers both developers and consumers the freedom and opportunity to completely
customise, and therefore commodify, elements of a game - thus allowing gamers to
individualise their gaming experience. Through non-participant observation at Australian
gaming events, it was revealed that certain game characteristics must rely upon the FtP
model to succeed, such as game genres and target markets.
At the meet up event, ‘Building an Indie Game Builder’, Villager founder Bilal Akil
showcased a beta model of his tower defence game. Tower defence games have been a
very popular subgenre of strategy video games since the early 1980s. With the
emergence of smartphones in the late 2000s, the subgenre saw a resurgence in
popularity due to the casualisation of mobile gaming, and the ability to utilise both realtime and turn-based play. One such hit during this resurgence, Plants vs. Zombies,
received global commercial success and was a major catalyst for popularising FtP models
for this subgenre. During the meet up discussion, Akil highlighted that formulating how a
game will be marketed and monetised is crucial early on in development. Due to the
popularity of hits such as Plants vs. Zombies, Akil acknowledged that his tower defence
game must also utilise the FtP model, and that this model would critically influence both
game design and mechanics. When asked how, Akil replied,
“In terms of game mechanics, I need to ensure that the game is both fun and
playable to draw players in, so they become invested, in a sense. As the game
creeps in difficulty, I plan to introduce hero items that can be earned, through
repetitive play, or easily purchased in the app, so the player can complete the
level.” (Akil, Sydney Game Developers – Building an Indie Game Builder).
Here it is easily recognised that current genre trends in indie game production are
reliant on the FtP model, and that such trends have significant influence on the
production of games. It also highlights how developers are adapting and strategising
early within the production process to not only ensure the game can be monetised
appropriately, but rather structured to maximise the ability to monetise through
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game design and mechanics – all whilst also striving to create an enjoyable game. This
presents an interesting dilemma that isn’t as easily observed within premium (or paid)
video game production, whereby game developers are situated within an increasingly
problematic tension between the generation of economic capital and other forms of
capital. It is this tension, “the intersection of artistic and commercial concerns, that
the videogame field is constituted” (Keogh 2019, p. 10).
Not only has the emergence and proliferation of the FtP model had significant
implications on game genre trends - it has also become a necessity for game
developers to crack into target markets such as China. It can be considered that
targeting China with FtP games is a good business decision, more so then other BRIC
(Brazil, Russia, India, China) markets given the consumers propensity to pay on mobile
platforms (Kerr 2017). As discussed at length in Chapter 4, the Chinese market has
become well accustomed to digital games, particularly casual mobile games, that
utilise the FtP model. Therefore, for Australian indie game developers looking to
maximise the potential to monetise on their games through the large Chinese market,
the FtP model is their only avenue. This realisation was acknowledged by Dylan Bevin,
co-founder of Featherweight Games, at the GCAP presentation ‘Making Great Money
to Make Great Games’ when discussing their first mobile hit Skiing Yeti Mountain.
Bevin admitted that when the studio was producing the game, they first released the
game using a premium model. This, however, was a significant barrier of entry for
local consumers, as the game failed to return the cost of development. This is when
Bevin was informed by others in the Australian developer community, "If you make
the game premium, you are doomed". Why doomed? Because, as Bevin continued, “If
you are going to rely on the premium model for a casual cheap game in Australia, you
are in trouble, because premium priced means a premium experience”.
Featherweight Games then collaborated with leading Australian localiser, Yodo1, and
introduced an FtP version by incorporating advertisements. This, however, was done
in a very interesting way. A tongue-in-cheek salesman, Larry, features whilst the game
characters slopes down the mountain to present an advertisement every few levels.
Only a single IAP feature was incorporated, to remove the ads. Bevin’s comments at
GCAP highlight an interesting insight into the field of videogame production in
Australia, as it clearly demonstrates how the tastes and trends that have become
popular with trans-local consumers have a considerable influence on local consumers,
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thus directly informing the production process in Australia. Despite this, developers
are adapting to such trends by tastefully incorporating such monetisation strategies,
albeit at the expertise of ‘monetisation experts’ such as Yodo1. This example
highlights how expert localisers assist game producers in the decision-making process
by determining, “if and how the game might be localised for different geo-cultural and
geo-linguistic markets and, in some cases, radically redesign the game content” (Kerr
2017, p. 126).
Yodo1, the prominent localisation and ‘monetisation experts’ in Australia, held a
strong presence at GCAP as one of the three top-tier platinum sponsors. CEO and
founder Henry Fong made no attempt to hide their unrivalled capacity to assist
Australian developers in monetising games. Hosting the discussion ‘Making Great Money
to Make Great Games’ with Bevin, Fong showcased chronologically the history of Yodo1
as a game localiser and publisher, which saw great success through monetising Crossy
Roads in Asia, amongst many other mobile hits. Given Yodo1’s sponsorship status at the
nation’s top gaming industry event, it could be interpreted that the talk moonlighted as a
sales pitch for the monetisation and localisation experts. Given monetisation is a core
challenge many game developers face, Fong ensured that his wealth-creating capabilities
were showcased to the audience, as depicted in Figure 5.5.

Figure 5.5 Henry Fong, CEO of Yodo1 at GCAP 2019.
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This display of wealth-generating by Fong should not detract from the success of
Yodo1, rather, it demonstrates how game localisers are formulating new and influential
positions of dominance in the cultural field of video game production. Localisers (or
monetisation experts) such as Yodo1 highlight their new occupation in cultural
intermediation as tastemakers “because their profits and power are reliant on the
production of needs” (Smith Maguire 2014, p. 5). This ‘need’, as depicted in the panel
title, is ‘making great money to make great games’.
As expert knowledge of monetisation in Australia may sit out of the labour
expertise of small studio teams, it is therefore no wonder that Featherweight Games
would support Yodo1 at the GCAP presentation, as such cultural intermediaries have
become a crucial link in the video game production chain. This also explains why the
Chinese digital gaming market has become appealing to Australian developers, as to
continue producing games, developers are reliant on the generation of economic capital.
This is particularly the case within a cultural field dictated by the FtP model, where
generating economic capital favours economies of scale. There is no better example of
this then King Digital Entertainments’s Candy Crush Saga. Initially released in 2012, Candy
Crush Saga is a puzzle matching game distributed through Facebook, iOS, and Google
Play. Interestingly, Candy Crush is what Iwabuchi would describe as culturally ‘odourless’,
insofar that it is essentially absent of any particular cultural presence and thus
disconnected from a national site of production (2002, 2004). Furthermore, rather than
drawing on the traditional paid-for or ‘premium’ revenue model and charging an upfront
fee to download the game, King derived its 2013 profits primarily via optional virtual
consumption. And in the case of King, spending money is certainly optional, as only 3% of
its player network of over 300+ million consisted of payers (King Digital Entertainment
2014, p. 5). As Nieborg comments, “This low conversion rate of players into payers favour
economies of scale and requires game studios to use a data-driven approach to game
development and circulation in order to optimise, what industry insiders call ‘player
monetisation’” (2016, p. 2). Kerr (2017) recognised that the conversion rate for FtP
games in general was likely two to five percent. If King, which by 2017 boasted a
workforce of over two thousand employers, can only amount to a miniscule conversion
rate with one of the most popular games globally, it becomes imperative that small-team
Australian video game studios must rely on the expertise and assistance of monetisation
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and localisation agencies to ensure their game reaches large markets to recoup the cost
of development.
Therefore, companies such as Yodo1 become an integral network actor within
the field of Australian video game production as their dual expertise, in the form of
monetisation and localisation, become an essential bridge to trans-local distribution and
consumption. Their labour within the production process is ‘legitimised’ by the proven
ability of making great money (economic capital) via insider knowledge of effective
monetisation strategies, which is only further amplified by the capability to successfully
localise content in large markets, such as China, due to the necessity of economies of
scale. It is in this capacity that they truly are cultural intermediaries, a ‘transmission belt’
of adapting cultural products to a target market that further influences consumer need
towards the taste makers. In the case of Yodo1, their professionalism and necessity are
easily recognisable in the two interrelated fronts: the sphere of the culturally legitimate;
and the sphere of the legitimisable (Bourdieu 1990b). By having a key slot at GCAP,
Yodo1 highlight the social and cultural capital garnered by their status within the
community, thus reflecting how their knowledge ensures success. Furthermore, by
having Australian indie superstars Mighty Games, Hipster Whale and Featherweight
Games to provide their own testimonies of success through Yodo1 transposes the
hallmarks of established authority, thus exemplifying their ability in the “strategic
migration of restricted culture into the field of large-scale production” (Smith Maguire
2014, p. 7).
The Bourdieusian ‘legitimacy’ (Bourdieu 1990b) of the localiser occupation as
essential actors in the field of videogame production is further minted as small-team
studios struggle when relying on the same knowledge and expertise via in-house labour.
Such ‘legitimacy’, as discussed above, is articulated within both the sphere of the
culturally legitimate and the sphere of the legitimisable (Bourdieu 1990a; Smith Maguire
2014). In the sphere of the culturally legitimate, a localisers role is distinguished by their
ownership of cultural and economic capital, thus elevating their position within the field
as ‘legitimate’. In the interrelated sphere of the legitimisable, the localisers’ knowledge of
consumer need and ability to popularise trends establishes the authority of their
expertise as ‘legitimate’. When the same work that establishes localisers as ‘legitimate’
within the field is carried out by those lacking the same ‘legitimacy’, a clear distinction is
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made whereby such expertise can fail to migrate “restricted culture into the field of
large-scale production” (Smith Maguire 2014, p. 21)
Such an exchange was observed in a recent ethnographic study of Canadian startup indie game studio, Aquarius (Whitson 2018). When the operation of analytic tools and
the implementation of insights, a task which localisers such as Yodo1 and AppicPlay
professed at GCAP to be experts at, is left to the common studio triad of developerdesigner-programmer, the potential for their product to generate economic capital
becomes severely limited, whilst also restricting their creative autonomy. The ability to
operate such tools necessitates “data proficiencies [that] commonly require postsecondary degrees in computer engineering and data science” (Whitson 2018, p. 7).
Unfortunately for Aquarius, the team were unable to earn back the cost of development,
as Whitson states, while “Tens of thousands of people played their game, only tens of
dollars trickled in, effectively earning the team pennies for each hour of work and
amassing just a few thousand dollars in the game’s highest-charting weeks” (Whitson
2018, p. 11). Furthermore, as the team was tasked with “the learning curve associated
with monetisation loops, implementing analytics, and optimising advertising within
compressed development schedules meant that Aquarius has less time to experiment
creatively” (Whitson 2018, p. 12). Whitson’s revelations through observations of
Aquarius present an interesting critique, that the proliferation of the FtP model within
the field of video game production has sparked key challenges for game developers. As
the ability to monetise on their cultural labour has become increasingly challenging and
competitive, developers must hedge their bets (and livelihood) by relying upon either
taking on new forms of labour, in the form of data analytics and creating monetisation
strategies; or outsource this labour to localisers. Despite which route the developer
takes, their creative autonomy becomes restricted, and therefore at tension with the
implementation of monetisation tactics.
With the proliferation of the FtP model, both the demand and exceptionalism of
gaming analytics presents interesting implications and developments for the field of
video game production. As Nieborg comments on his investigation of King’s Candy Crush
Saga and the connective commodity form, “the free-to-play model in particular radically
altered the production, distribution, and marketing of game apps” (2015, p. 5). Although
this sentiment is applicable to video game production globally, in Australia, the
production field is particularly reliant on the connectedness to social media and gaming
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platforms. Such platforms offer an "economic dimension of the transformation of online
sociality and digital play" (Nieborg 2015, p. 1) by tracking, analysing, and selling
behavioural data to advertisers and game developers. Such tools, split into three
categories below as per Whitson’s (2019, p. 7) investigation, have become a critical
component to ensuring a game can be effectively monetised:


Platform analytics tools (e.g., iTunes, Google Play Track, AppAnnie)
help developers learn about their players, tracking how many
people install a game, how it is reviewed and ranked in
comparison to other games, and player demographics.



Player analytics tools (e.g., Flurry, Unity Analytics) collect in-depth
player data, including new versus returning players, frequency and
duration of play, location, device, and in-game behavior (e.g.,
difficult challenges, levels attained, types of in-game purchases).



Advertising and user acquisition tools (e.g., Chartboost, Vungle,
Facebook API) allow developers to increase advertising
effectiveness, tracking the placement and performance of ads for
their own game as well as income generated from in-game ads
(e.g., impressions, click-thru-rate).

Studios that either incorporate such skillsets within their team to manage and operate
gaming analytic tools, or outsource this to monetisation experts/localisers, can capitalise
on the wealth of user behavioural data to tweak game design and mechanics to optimise
monetisation strategies. The usage of such aggregation and analysis of player data,
therefore, forms an “important part of incremental cultural production and maintaining
the culture of a game” (Kerr 2017, p. 110). This has already raised serious implications on
the video game production field, as using and actioning such data insights can influence
how best games can be developed or localised, and therefore maximised to generate
economic capital.
Whilst conducting non-participant observation, the topic of game analytics within
FtP models further highlighted the tension of artistic and commercial concerns within the
field of Australian video game production. In the GCAP panel discussion, ‘Lessons from
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Free to Play’, the panel discussed at length how game analytics has, in some capacity,
improved the player experience whilst encouraging developers to design their game
more appropriately for their fan base. As Jessica Paulin of Hipster Whale comments, “In
mobile, you make a product for yourself and players. You adapt and update to keep your
base. The pleasure of FtP is to have this relationship with players and pivot the game on
how the user wants". This sentiment was echoed by Dylan Bevin of Featherweight
Games, as following the release of their 2016 hit Rodeo Stampede, the game creators
decided to pivot both game design and mechanics considerably during an update more
than a year after its release to, as Bevin states, “considerably improve gameplay”. This
improvement of gameplay, as Meghan Betteridge of Yodo1 claims, “saw the numbers
soar from zero to over 160 million downloads in just two years” (Film Victoria 2019). By
using analytics, Bevin claimed that they were able to ascertain what prominent features
of the game were not enjoyed by players. This was also voiced by players in reviews on
the Google Play and iOS app store. The panel also discussed the danger of game analytics,
as Paulin further commented, “analytical tools tell you a lot about how users enjoy a
game. And also how to monetise. But you don’t want to recipe a game otherwise it loses
its enjoyment".
This may be the case for most producers, but with the sharp insights provided by
current game analytics (Whitson 2018), the tension between art and commercial success
becomes increasingly apparent as developers are persuaded to create a game ‘recipe’ for
the low percent of players that pay for IAPs. And targeting and manipulating gameplay
for such payers, known within the industry as ‘whales’, has become commonplace. As
Ella McIntyre of Might Kingdom acknowledged during the panel discussion, “CPA (costper-acquisition) is easily justified with the laser focus of game analytics from Google, iOS,
and facebook”. This type of profiling is very accurate, as Chartboost reported, the CPA for
a Bulgarian music-game player was $0.21 versus $5.46 [USD] for an American casino
gamer (2018; Whitson, JR 2019). Gaming analytics and the ability to track and motivate
‘whales’ has become progressively more accurate, and therefore contentious when
powered by AI capabilities. As Henry Fong, CEO of Yodo1 discussed at GCAP,
“We've learned a lot about making money from games, and making and
managing good games. About a year ago I decided, what if I could teach
AI how to do all of this? What if I could teach AI how to make money
from this? What if I could teach AI how to find whales inside of games?
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What if I could teach AI how to moderate a game community of millions
of players?... In a game like Rodeo Stampede, we got a lot of players, and
they all spend a bit of money. A big player might spend a couple of
hundred bucks. In a game like Transformers: Earth Wars, one whale
spends $150,000 (USD) in the game. So knowing who they are, and
knowing how to manage them, is extremely important… By being able to
predict who they're gonna be, we can then start to analyse how to keep
them in the game [and] analyse their behaviour. How do I increase their
sessions? How do I increase their session times? How do I gently present
to them a very attractive in-game bundle that is going to help them stay
in the game? [sic]”
The efficiency of gaming analytics in conjunction with FtP models highlights how
the field of videogame production has become situated more towards the subfield of mass production (Bourdieu 1990a), where the demand to generate
economic capital is conflicting with notions of creative autonomy.
The availability of player data, through the connectedness of social media
platforms, encourage game designers to employ models that rely on the ‘free labor’ of
users to repurpose the demographic and behavioural data to be exchanged and sold as a
resource to advertisers and other game studios. Such data sets also best optimise the
capacity to generate economic capital through enhancing and manipulating monetisation
strategies for IAPs for FtP games. The integration of connected media platforms and
insights from gaming analytics “offer the means (i.e., the technological infrastructure,
tools, and third-party services) to facilitate and optimise this rationalised, data-driven
mode of production” (Nieborg 2015, p.6). Geared by economic rationalism, the platform
logic becomes reliant on “sharing, connecting, posting and playing because companies
must generate value from these practices to survive” (Kerr 2017, p. 108). Players,
therefore, become fully integrated into the cultural production commodification process,
what Fuchs coins as the “internet prosumer commodification” which “is a manifestation
of a stage of capitalism, in which the boundaries between play and labour have become
fuzzy and the exploitation of play labour has become a new principle” (Fuchs 2015, p.
596; cf. Kücklich 2005; Nieborg 2015). There is no better example of this new principle
then the contemporary Chinese mobile game market.
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The current state of transnational game production and distribution in China
highlights the exploitation of play labour (Zhang & Fung 2014). Play labour, or “labour
time on commercial social media”, as Fuchs argues, “is the conversion of Bourdieusian
social, cultural and symbolic capital in Marxian value and economic capital” (Fuchs 2013,
p. 69). Both game developers, and as an extension of trans-local production process,
localisers, are required to structure the construction of games and their revenue models
to be suited to the social and culturally accepted nuances of the target market. These
nuances, however, are directly influenced and engineered by the platforms themselves.
As evidenced through the capability of gaming analytics, social connectedness to such
platforms has had a direct impact on the tastes and trends of consumers. This
phenomenon isn't limited to only China, as Nieborg writes in their discussion of Candy
Crush and its publisher, King Digital Entertainment, "the symbiotic technological and
economic relationship between King and its host platforms deeply affects the form and
format of game apps as cultural commodities" (2015, p. 2). Nonetheless, this economic
relationship is exacerbated in the competitive climate of China’s digital gaming
landscape. It is therefore key to garner an understanding of current game development
and localisation in China, as all network agents along the commodity chain must
demonstrate a legitimate knowledge of the contemporary market logic in China to
facilitate the development of an economically successful product. In China, this market
logic is the hyper-exploitation of play labour. As Xin Zhao of SavvySoda studios claimed
during the GCAP panel ‘Launching Games in China? Here is What We’ve Learnt!’, “in
terms of monetisation tactics and strategies they [Chinese localisers] are next level.
Australia is primary school, China is PhD level. It was astounding how strategies are
employed”. The development and implementation of such strategies by both developers
and localisers, at the direction of the platforms the games are connected to, has
influenced the tastes of Chinese gamers. As revealed by Jessica Paulin (Hipster Whale) at
the same panel, "the audience in China reacts differently to IAPs and are more willing to
pay in a FtP model. Whereas this aggressive style would not be okay in Australia”. This
reveals an interesting insight into the value localisers add when adapting games, as their
proven ability to understand the cultural nuances of monetisation and implement such
strategies through data-driven game design becomes an essential component within the
production and circulation process.

99 | P a g e

It is therefore no surprise that the stark differences in the development and
implementation of monetisation strategies for Australian and Chinese audiences
highlights the expertise localisers possess in adapting Australian digital games, whilst also
drawing attention to their ability to frame such cultural products “so that they appear to
the consumer to ‘go together’ with his or her taste” (Smith Maguire 2014, p. 232). In
2017, the large gaming publisher EA received unprecedented backlash from the gaming
community when the much-anticipated Star Wars Battlefront II utilised ‘aggressive
progression blocking’ such as pay-to-win features, loot boxes, and gameplay-affecting
items locked behind monetisation, within the beta version. The concern amongst gamers
for EA’s use of such aggressive monetisation strategies was epitomised in the subreddit
r/StarWarsBattleFront, when reddit user u/MBMMaverick complained ‘Seriously? I paid
80$ to have Vader locked?” [sic]. EA’s reply, that “The intent is to provide players with a
sense of pride and accomplishment for unlocking different heroes” (Reddit 2017) is now
the most downvoted reddit comment in the site’s history. The full reply, as pictured
below in Figure 5.6, details further about the complexity of using player’s behavioural
data and how insights through gaming analytics can jeopardise the cultural and social
integrity of a video game.

Figure 5.6 EA’s response to reddit user u/MBMMaverick (Reddit 2017)
Where such features as pay-to-win or accessing content through virtual currency are
commonplace for Chinese audiences (as discussed in Chapter 4), such game mechanics
do not resonate as well with other target markets. The severe consumer backlash in the
case of Star War Battlefront II, where gameplay lacks specific cultural nuance and is
intended for a global audience, demonstrates the cultural value localisers provide in
effectively adapting games to target markets.
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As noted by the example of Star Wars Battlefront II, the purpose of releasing the
game in ‘beta’ was to test-drive certain features. Studios can then leverage user posts in
forums to gauge player perceptions of those features. Creating a dialogue with players
allows game developers to test the consumer’s perception of gameplay, thus providing
developers insight into how a game can be more enjoyed. This sentiment, however, also
extends to localisers, and how a game can be enjoyed whilst further monetised. In the
case of the localiser, where their interests are explicably dictated by market logic and
geared towards the generation of economic capital, the purpose to facilitate such
relationships on behalf of the game developer is to carefully balance the axis point
between art and commerce. Insight into crafting this balance was revealed in an
interview between Film Victoria and Meghan Betteridge, who completed a placement
with Yodo1 in Beijing. On the discussion of LiveOps (the improvements a team will make
whilst a game is live), Betteridge admitted that Yodo1 would post updates on games for
players to discuss. Such player discussions, when combined with behavioural data
through game analytics, “helps us gauge whether what we’re providing is what that
player base wants and gives us more ideas and insight into what kinds of directions we
want to choose next in terms of development and content” (Film Victoria 2019). Such
development, in the form of a creative monetisation element that is both insight-led and
consumer informed, is a key piece of expertise such cultural localisers require to adapt
Australian games. This then allows localisers such as Yodo1 to “send interstitial
messaging through to our players when they open the application with information such
as weekly deals, new content alerts, or link them to external sources like the Yodo1
website and Facebook. We can also gift our players with in-game items and currency.”
(Film Victoria 2019).
Localisers, therefore, are a cultural worker that sits on the fringe of the sub-field
of mass production within the cultural field of Australian video game production. They
are Bourdieu’s transmission belt between Australian developers and the monetisation of
their cultural product, and thus the driver that “exists at the very axis point of political
struggle between the forces of art and commerce” (Banks 2007, pp. 8-9). They function
as an essential network actor that possesses the skill, knowledge, and legitimacy to
commodify what Consolvo argues as ‘game capital’, a gamer’s playing abilities and
knowledge about a game (2009; Nieborg 2015). Their ability to influence consumer tastes
is contingent on expertise of the platform and target market. Where Nieborg argued that
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“The free-to-play model in particular radically altered the production, distribution, and
marketing of game apps” (2015, p. 5), localisers, by adapting digital games towards a
more efficient FtP economic model, “radically altered” the production, distribution and
marketing of games in foreign markets via exploiting play labour through the
commodification of game capital. This has assisted localisers such as Yodo1 to further
establish their dominant authority to curate consumer tastes, and thus legitimise their
new occupation as a necessary function on the production of developers need to
monetise their cultural product, and thus continue the production process.

5.5. Government Funding
Despite a wealth of evidence pointing to the success of government funding
programs for game production, such opportunities have become scarce in Australia, with
industry-specific federal funding non-existent leaving such opportunities to state
governments. Given such funding has become even more competitive and restricted to
certain locales, developers have become cornered into relying on freemium monetisation
strategies or cultural-embedded work to sustain their studios (Keogh 2019). Furthermore,
state-based funding restricts the possibility of studios collaborating across state and
national borders, as such opportunities are strictly limited to companies working within
the state. For production companies that hire or source individuals living outside of the
state, or even internationally, this restriction is a serious obstacle. Government funding is
also a unique condition in the formulation and considerations of value. Arts funding is
typically provided on the presumption it will generate all forms of capital, albeit with a
focus on the economic, and as such serves as an authority for what is considered
'culturally legitimate'. This may suggest why the CEO of IGEA penned an open letter of
frustration in 2017 to the Minister for Communications and the Arts, Hon. Mitch Fifield,
when video games were not mentioned at all during a keynote address at the Australian
Communication and Media Authority (ACMA) content conversation (Keogh 2017). The
struggle of cultural legitimacy isn't unique to the games industry. Rather, it is strikingly
familiar to how film has always been subject to an ambivalent status of 'art', and thus its
cultural value continually contested. As Hill remarked towards UK policy in the early
2000s, film was absent from an 'arts policy', resulting in only industrial policies that
supported large scale commercial film production (2004). This parallel draws attention to
the wavering cultural attitudes towards new media forms like digital gaming and its
status as art, and as such, determinations on policy and funding.
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To requote Hill (2004), government funding policies and its implementation
within the gaming industry aren't dictated by the field of gaming production but are
rather subsumed by its own struggle for legitimation within the field of policy. Therefore,
just as economic, political, and educational logics impact the field of game production, so
too does such logic influence how government policy is determined and implemented
within the game field. Such tensions capture the perpetual struggle to formulate cultural
value, and thus demonstrate why government policy and funding opportunities were a
highly present discussion topic throughout the course of non-participant observation at
Australian game events. The following section will explore the pivots in Australian
government policy for game production and the associated ramifications to the field. This
begins with an overview of the senate inquiry into government funding for Australian
game production, followed by an examination of current funding opportunities and
government initiatives.
Under the federal Labor government in 2012, the Minister for the Arts, Hon.
Simon Crean announced the establishment of the Australian Interactive Games Fund
(AIGF). Administered by Screen Australia, the federal government's key body for screen
production, the fund was to "promote industry growth and sustainability, support the
development of new intellectual property, encourage skills retention and renewal, and
maximise the creative opportunities of fast broadband" (Commonwealth of Australia
2016, p. 21). The AIGF was to be provided with $20 million over 3 years, however, a
change in government led to the discontinuation of the program in 2014. As such, Screen
Australia was only provided $10 million for the first two financial years of the program’s
operation. Funding was provided on a self-sustaining basis, and therefore recipients were
required to repay such support. During its operation, approximately $6 million was used
to support ten development studios, whilst $3.7 million was utilised to support the
development of 36 game projects.
The AIGF proved to be very successful in assisting growth within the domestic
game production industry. One notable example was Flat Earth Games, which provided
the studio the required resources and capital to launch the hit Towncraft on several
platforms in international markets. Tin Man Games used funding from the program to
hire junior programmers, which allowed the studio owners to expand the business. As
Neil Rennison, co-founder at Tin Man Games claimed, "…getting that enterprise funding
was just a catalyst. It opened so many doors for us. We immediately hired three staff. We
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moved to permanent offices… We were able to release more titles quicker than we were
ever before" (Commonwealth of Australia 2016, p. 24). At Mighty Games Group,
technical director Benjamin Britten claimed that the funding provided the group the
necessary means to attract skilled workers back from overseas, "We do not have quite
the long-term stability that we need to say: 'Relocate back to Australia. We can
guarantee you 12 or 24 months'… the enterprise fund was a stopgap to provide that for
certain companies: 'Here's a chunk of money so you have a stable base for two to three
years. We know you’re not going to go out of business'" (Commonwealth of Australia
2016, p. 25). Despite the program reportedly funding 36 game projects, and some
funding recipients generating export revenues more than 10 times the original
investment, the decision to discontinue the AIGF was taken "without consultation or any
attempt at understanding the purpose or structure of the program" (Commonwealth of
Australia 2016, p. 23). This has resulted in current federal government support programs
that are non-industry specific and not particularly useful to the game industry, thus
developers must rely on state programs for funding.
Of the government support programs available to game businesses, both were
considered inefficient to assist the production of games and industry in Australia. Such
programs include a research and development (R&D) tax incentive and the Export Market
Development Grant (EMDG) scheme. The R&D tax incentive provides eligible businesses
a tax offset for expenditure on R&D activities and the depreciating value of assets used in
such activities. The challenge of this incentive to game industries is that tax offsets are
rarely of assistance as gaming companies require upfront capital (KMPG 2015).
Furthermore, such R&D activities within the games industry are highly subjective and
thus not always eligible as they may not qualify as new technologies (KMPG 2015).
Similarly, the EMDG scheme, a financial assistance program by Austrade that reimburses
export expenditure does so after the product is exported, whilst also excluding in-house
labour expenses - the leading cost in producing a game (KMPG 2015). The 2016 Senate
Inquiry revealed that existing federal policies to assist the game industry in Australia
were lacking proper assistance or implementation to ensure prosperity and growth
within the sector.
Following the inquiry, the Committee provided several recommendations to the
federal government to develop or amend policies that would support the local games
industry, and in the process, assist in the formulation of value. Among the
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recommendations were the introduction of a funding scheme similar to the AIGF, and
industry-specific extensions to tax off-sets such as R&D expenditure, the EMDG scheme,
and crowd-sourced funding. Of the 7 recommendations provided by the committee, the
government noted four, supported one, and didn't support two. Despite that "the
growing cultural and economic value of the video games industry both in Australia and
globally is noted" (The Australian Government 2018, p. 6), the overall response to the
senate inquiry lacked any proper support or further implementation of policies specific to
the industry. Rather, the government highlighted two key points in their responses, that
of existing federal programs, and the responsibility of state governments to implement
such policies and programs.
The government's rationale that existing programs are already in place to
support local game production highlights the nascent challenge the industry faces in
cultivating cultural capital. For instance, in response to the many recommendations for
industry-specific tax offsets and funding, the government drew attention to the support
and programs of the National Science and Innovation Agenda (NISA). In response to the
return of a funding scheme such as the AIGF, the government made mention of how NISA
includes measures that are available to "certain kinds of business models within the
games industry" (2018, p. 5). Such measures include an 'incubator support' element of
the Entrepreneurs' Programme, as well as the aforementioned R&D Tax Incentive. Such
discourse indicates that the government values the gaming industry more as an
innovative technology industry, rather than a cultural or creative industry. As previously
mentioned, innovation in the games industry is somewhat subjective, and the key
implication here is that developers that produce content outside of this 'innovative' or
'technological' framework proposed by the government are far less likely to secure
placement in such programs, and thus struggle to cultivate the required capital to
produce games. This would also suggest why the only recommendation that the
government supports from the inquiry is related to the "further uptake of 'serious games'
in health care, education and other sectors…" (The Australian Government 2018, p. 8).
The discourse perpetuated by the federal government has remained consistent outside
of the response to the Senate Inquiry. In a statement to an ABC news story on the climate
of Australia's gaming industry, a spokesperson for the minister for Communications,
Cyber Safety and the Arts claimed that the "The Australian Government provides
significant support for innovative Australian businesses, such as tax incentives and
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incubator support" (Swanston 2019). Such discourse may explain why Alex Sangston,
executive manager for Screen Tasmania proclaimed at GCAP 2019, "Construction
Ministers like to wear hardhats. Innovation Ministers like to wear VR".
One mode of support that has transpired since the Senate Inquiry is the
establishment of programs to assist Australian developers and studio owners to attend
trade missions and game conventions internationally. Such events allow game developers
the opportunity to showcase their content in a foreign domain, whilst also enable the
development of fundamental networks and relationships. Leon Young, CEO of 2and2 had
drawn attention in the Senate Inquiry to the benefits of trade missions to China as it is "a
unique and rapidly evolving market and offers enormous opportunities for Australian
developers" (Young 2016, p. 3). However, at that time existing trade missions that service
technology were "not really appropriate to the video game industries" despite Young
achieving "more in five days on that mission than we achieved in 18 months of travelling
there every six to eight weeks on our own" (Young 2016, p. 30). Austrade, Australia's
federal trade and investment commission, has since recognised the opportunity of
China's gaming market for Australian developers. As of 2018, Austrade has organised the
'China Joy Bootcamp', an opportunity for Australian digital game studios to partake in an
"exclusive 7-day program of workshops, briefings, roundtable meetings and networking
events" (Austrade 2020). The bootcamp provides participants the opportunity to
showcase their games to China’s largest studios such as Tencent, Perfect World, and
NetEase Games, whilst also attending the China Joy gaming conference - the largest in
Asia. The exceptional program, however, requires participants to fund the $900 AUD cost
to attend, non-inclusive of personal expenses such as accommodation and airfare.
It appeared that such entry costs were worthwhile. Participants at the 2019
GCAP panel ‘Launching Games in China? Here is What We’ve Learnt!’ spoke highly of the
China Joy trade mission, as Jordan Comino of Affable Games claimed, "I needed
government support as it is difficult to reach out to publishers… you need a native
speaker to get your message across". Such missions are an effective means for
developers to formulate cultural capital, as building relationships with overseas
publishers is crucial to ensure the distribution of their content in China. The program also
offers participants other forms of advice, such as legal assistance for trademarks. As
discussed in Chapter 4 with the example of Clicker Heroes, trademark and IP can be a
sharp headache for overseas developers looking to distribute their game in China. Xin
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Zhao, co-founder of Savvy Soda spoke of how Austrade assisted in this space, "I decided
to trademark prior to going to China. It's a profession to trademark names in China, so
prior to going over it’s very important to TM whatever you create. There are lawyers
available through Austrade who specialise in this". The mission also assisted developers
with advice when mediating with publishers and licensing reviews. On when to launch in
China, Jessica Paulin of Hipster Whale remarked,
"it's always better to launch at the same time. Austrade comes in handy to explain
how to work with Chinese publishers. The license review is very difficult. Even
though we had already released through publishers, I learnt so much more about
how Chinese publishing works. Any dev should work on strategy with Austrade.
Different publishers have varying expectations. Some will help with translations.
Others with monetisation. There are different publishers that work on different
games" (GCAP 2018 – Launching Your Game in China? Here is What We’ve Learnt!).
Such testimonies provided by participants of Austrade’s China Joy Bootcamp
demonstrate the usefulness of more pragmatic forms of assistance that lie outside of
conventional funding, such as grants or tax offsets. The China Joy Bootcamp is a unique
program that is tailored specifically to assisting Australian game developers to construct
cultural capital by facilitating essential networking opportunities while also providing
legal, contract, and trade advice. Such support is critical to the success of foreign
creatives looking to penetrate China’s gaming domain. In fact, such industry-based
support arguably sits within the remit of professional localisers who pioneered and since
capitalised on such trans-local intermediary services. With programs such as the China
Joy Bootcamp, Austrade may appear as an upcoming adversary for localisers in the field
of game production, particularly given the high educational, cultural, and symbolic capital
of the organisation as Australia’s leading foreign trade and business development
experts. This is, however, yet to be the case. The program at this stage is only offered
annually to less than ten participants. Furthermore, and given its infancy, Austrade
facilitators are yet to best the carefully articulated cultural and economic logics of
localisers who have honed their craft for over a decade. For instance, at the GCAP
discussion, Jordan Camino of Affable Games revealed that his studio failed to secure a
publishing deal in China as “my game contains quite a lot of dialogue, which is not
appealable to many publishers”. It can be assumed that localisers, with a greater
economic investment in procuring such deals, are more commercially intuitive in
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selecting which games to distribute in China. Nonetheless, programs such as the China
Joy Bootcamp and the related support services provided by Austrade are an inchoate
prospect to enable Australian game developers the opportunity to cultivate all forms of
capital, and thus value, within the internationalised field of video game cultural
production.
The second key point highlighted by the federal government was that relevant
state funding was available, and that it should be the responsibility of the state to ensure
the prosperity and growth of local industry. Currently five Australian states provide
industry-specific funding for game development. As seen in Figure 5.7 below, the grant
amounts provided by states are relatively minute in comparison to the cost of production
for a mobile game application, which Kerr estimates at roughly less than one million, but
growing (2017).
State

Funding Program

Grant Amount

Western Australia

Interactive Pilot Fund

$20,000.00

South Australia

Game Innovation Fund

$25,000.00

Tasmania

Game Development Fund

$30,000.00

Queensland

Game Development and Marketing Investment

$50,000.00

Melbourne

Assigned Production Investment - Games

$150,000.00

Figure 5.7 Industry-Specific Game Production Funding Programs in Australia, 2020.
When analysing and comparing each state’s program, three interesting points
emerge. First is a focus on state-based IP. For instance, Screen Tasmania, Film Victoria,
and SA Film require the game to be created and developed within the state. As previously
mentioned, such guidelines restrict the possibility for developers to collaborate across
state or national borders. Second is that Screenwest’s Interactive Pilot Fund, the most
recently introduced program, has a particular focus on more technologically innovative
and immersive game formats such as Virtual Reality (VR), Augmented Reality (AR), Mixed
Reality (MR) and Extended Reality (XR). Although the funds are available for all digital
games, Screenwest has also announced that a VR XR Festival will be supported by the
state government, as Screenwest CEO Willie Rowe announced, "Given the growing
accessibility of VR headsets and the growth and use of serious games for public
engagement, the pilot fund will open up amazing new opportunities for local creatives"
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(Screenwest 2019). Given the program’s infancy, it is yet to be determined whether
games that are more geared towards technological innovation are given preference. The
third point is that Film Victoria is the only state government funding agency with a gamespecific work area (Games and Digital Media). The current funding manager of the Game
and Digital Media department is a former game developer and programmer. What makes
this interesting is hiring such in-house expertise indicates that game-specific cultural
capital holds greater authority in the approval process compared to those in other states.
In fact, Film Victoria has the most comprehensive game-specific funding
programs. In addition to the Assigned Production Investment fund, the Game Release
grant, valued at $30,000, is available to small and new Victorian-based game studios to
engage consultants for post-production assistance, such as marketing and localisation.
Furthermore, the Game Company Placements program supports Victorian game
companies to engage a local practitioner to increase their skills, experience, and
opportunities within the industry. This program has even been utilised by localisers such
as Yodo1 to recruit Victorians within their Australia/China based company. It isn’t difficult
to see the value of such programs within the field of game production, in fact, one must
look no further than Untitled Goose Game. Developed in 2019 by Melbourne based
House House, the studio was a recipient of the Assigned Production Investment fund
which enabled the small team to produce the global hit. The game invites the player to
control a stealthy goose that wreaks havoc on various human villagers. Since its release,
the game has been downloaded over a million times across all major gaming platforms,
and recently won 'Game of the Year' and 'Outstanding Achievement for an Independent
Game' at the 2020 DICE awards.
How do government funding initiatives in Australia compare to those
internationally? Many countries in Europe and North America are implementing support
structures to encourage the growth of production companies to compete in a globalised
arena. Nieborg and de Kloet (2016, p. 12) draw attention to how stark differences in
industry-specific game development policies across Europe are closely aligned to national
creative industry policies. For instance, the ascendance of the game industry in the
Netherlands is largely owed to the implementation of creative-industry policies that
include game development (Nieborg & de Kloet 2016). Similarly, Sotamaa et al. (2019)
investigate the bourgeoning game industries in Finland, Norway, and Sweden within the
context of national welfare models. All three countries have implemented schemes to
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support the production of game development through two lens – that of an innovation
perspective to support domestic industry growth in global markets, and a cultural
perspective to promote cultural heritage (Sotamaa et al. 2019). Sweden bears a similar
approach taken by the current Australian federal government, whereby support is
provided through generalist policies in research and development, whilst local
universities have established game development programs (Sotamaa et al. 2019).
Comparatively, the Nordic Game Program was set up between 2006 to 2012 aimed as a
cultural policy to protect game industries, whilst also encouraging transnational
collaboration to support internationally successful and recognised companies. Since its
implementation, however, Norway is the only Nordic nation to establish such a cultural
policy (Sotamaa et al. 2019).
One of the more successful government support programs is the Canada Media
Fund. This federal program acts as a loan to assist with the development, finance, and
marketing of projects, whilst a tax offset cuts labour costs from 17.5 to 50 percent
(McConnell 2017). The success of the program has propelled Canada’s game industry to a
global leader, employing over 20,000 people and valued at $3 billion CAN ($3.35 billion
AUD). Germany was one of the most recent countries to implement a game development
policy. As of 2020, Germany has approved a €50 million ($86.5 million AUD) grant to
“reduce Germany’s major competitive disadvantages” (German Games Industry
Association 2019). The federal funding encourages the German industry to become a
global player, with over 600 project proposals already submitted for the pilot phase
(Batchelor 2019). It is currently undetermined what type of projects or development
activity is to be successful. Although international funding programs vary across state and
federal levels, with a focus either in cultural, trade or innovation policy, their existence
and implementation are instrumental to the success and growth of local industry. It
should, however, be of caution that imitating such policies won’t garner the same
success. As Sotamaa et al. point out, “it is tempting to think that the related policies and
economic initiatives constitute a model that can be benchmarked and replicated. There
are some problems associated with this rationale” (2019, p. 12) – problems such as
historical and cultural context. Rather, such successful policies resolutely indicate that
government support is vital to ensure the prosperity of industry, and that games should
be included within creative policies.
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The current climate of government policies towards game production in Australia
indicates that prosperity and growth is predominately self-determined, with current
support either state-based or provided via trade missions. Non-participant observations
made at Australian game events highlight the industry desire for more opportunities,
even by those directly involved in funding decisions. As Alex Sangston from Screen
Tasmania mentioned at GCAP, “talk to your local representative, get them to visit your
studio, write letters, it’s not going to happen on its own. Join your industry
organisations”. Contemporary government rhetoric characterises the field of video game
production as a heterogenous art-technology hybrid, whereby federal and state
government policies often point towards eligible programs that are adjacently affiliated
to the industry, such as producing 'serious health games'. Unfortunately, this
characterisation limits the scope of opportunities and funding available, rather than
expand, and thus devalues the industry both culturally and economically. This hybrid
outlook of the industry isn't restricted to just government policy. Despite the industry
being established for several decades, "…there is little independent data on the industry
and that what is collected in official statistics places companies across the media,
communications, telecommunications, toy, software and information technology
industries" (Kerr 2017, p. 31). Although both state governments and Austrade have
implemented new funds and trade missions that are industry-specific, such initiatives are
elementary in both capacity and scope. Insights into the current environment of
government support for the Australian video game industry reveal an inherent struggle
for culturally legitimacy, a struggle that reverberates tensions across the field to
formulate value. Such observations enable us to recognise how government policy
towards game production is a unique characteristic of Australia’s game industry that
inhibits the production and circulation of content.

5.6. Summary
Conducting non-participant observation at Australian game events proved very
useful in producing insights into the contemporary field of Australia game development.
This chapter explores the historical context of Australia’s temperamental game industry,
thus demonstrating that key events that showcase industry concerns by local members
are a suitable environment where findings can be observed and documented. Such
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observations revealed three prevalent themes: game developer tools, monetisation, and
government funding.
On game developer tools, industry members divulged that the barrier of entry
into a career as a developer has been significantly lowered due to the ease of access to
professional tools. Perhaps unique in Australia is the willingness to assist newcomers, and
a well-meaning display of comradery. As previously analysed by Keogh (2019), this
behaviour likely stems from the shared hardship experienced when the industry was
impacted by the global financial crisis post-2010. This observation reinforces that the
Australian developer community, unlike much of the international field, nascently rejects
the neoliberal mainstream production attributes of competition and secrecy. Further
observed was that indie companies rely on crowdsourced labour from players themselves
to localise their content for international distribution. Such attitudes are characteristic of
the low-funded small-teams that represent the local indie scene, but also reveal the large
scope of skills now expected to create and publish a game within the globalised arena.
Such practices likewise exemplify why process and tool optimisation is not generally
prioritised in Australia, and also demonstrates how localiser expertise is valued.
Additionally, this chapter analysed the common theme of monetisation, and how
creative practices and decisions are impacted by the desire, or rather necessity, to
monetise. Despite the exponential growth in the global games industry, success is rare
within a field comprising predominantly of self-funded independent studios. The advent
of mobile gaming and its ’30-day payment terms’ provided a much-required safeguard
for those suffering the fallout of the GFC, whilst also shooting some Australian
independent studios to stardom. Nonetheless, the stark reality within the Australian field
is that developers ultimately struggle to monetise their content effectively. As such, nonparticipant observations revealed many have turned to the Free-to-Play model, which
with the rise of casualisation has significant transformed how games make revenue
within transnational commodity chains. FtP models rely on the commoditisation of virtual
items, data, and play – thus the production and circulation of games have effectively
become more of a service rather than a product (Kerr 2017). Observations have indicated
that newcomers must strategise how game design and elements can be commodified in a
careful balance between user enjoyment and capital generation. Such developments
demonstrate why Australian developers look towards China as an ideal target market,
given the historical, cultural, and social considerations of Chinese players and their
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propensity to pay in FtP games. Furthermore, the sizeable economic opportunity of some
games exhibits a business-cultural hybridity that has catalysed in new occupations, such
as game localisers (or monetisation experts). Non-participant observation unveiled the
social, economic, and cultural capital held by such localisers who demonstrate a
profound capability, and thus legitimacy, to assist local developers ‘need’ to monetise
their content.
Finally, this chapter explored the challenge of current federal government
funding, and the impact of such initiatives, or lack thereof, on the Australian field. Whilst
most states in Australia provide some form of industry-specific support to promote the
development of games, such support is highly limited and rather miniscule. Locales
where state-level support is most accessible, such as Melbourne, herald the epicentre for
indie development in the country. Additionally, due to the interest of many developers
seeking advice to enter China, the China Joy Bootcamp was initiated to facilitate
relationship building and provide exposure for the local industry. Although the program is
in its infancy, participants provided an insight into current attitudes of developers seeking
to release their content overseas. Of importance here were discussions on when to
publish your content, ensuring trademark and IP are protected, and elements of a game
need to be adapted or censored. Such observations revealed unique characteristics of
Australia’s field of game production, whilst also highlighting how government policy is
also at tension in the field of power.
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6. Conclusion
Developments in the digital game industry provide scholars in Media, Culture,
and Game Studies a unique opportunity to challenge and redefine our perception of
cultural industries. The present study has explored how the radical transformations of
digitisation and globalisation have caused a paradigm shift in the cultural industries, thus
dramatically altering the process of cultural production. This shift has empowered new
market opportunities in unprecedented ways, and with it, emerging occupations involved
in the reproduction and circulation of transnational media products. One such emerging
occupation, digital game localisers, are bridging the local and global via a unique skillset
and expertise that aids the exchange of value through industry practice. The expanded
potential within digital economies for game developers to distribute their content
globally has resulted in the consumption and means of circulation becoming increasingly
regionalised. As Kerr notes, companies are working hard to make their content "both
more global and local", however, this has led to the "intensification of the local in global
games production and struggles to both exploit and contain local and regional cultures"
(Kerr 2017, p. 60). Such 'struggles' are, however, the catalyst for new actors to emerge
that broker between the local and global. The present study has drawn attention to such
actors and their ability to facilitate transnational media and cultural flows between
Australia and China. Not necessarily by analysing the games and technology they frame,
but rather by observing their nascent influence as key network actors in the production
chain.
In order to triangulate data that would produce findings on localisers as cultural
intermediaries, a mixed methodology of secondary data analysis and microethnography
was employed. The secondary analysis examined key developments in Chinese cultural
policy towards game development. This analysis revealed how China has emerged as a
leading global market for video game consumption with several characteristics
comparatively unique to western markets that have catalysed new occupational
opportunities. China’s neo-techno-nationalistic cultural policy towards gaming has
resulted in inherent obstacles for foreigners looking to penetrate the market. The
console ban over the past two decades has enabled a rich internet-café and mobile
gaming culture with a high propensity to pay for in-game items. Furthermore, the
turbulent censorship and publishing process, despite many revisions, appears to still be a
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significant impediment for foreign studios to overcome. In Chapter 4, it was revealed that
Australia’s game field is predominately indie-based, with an affinity for FtP mobile
development due to the challenges of monetisation in a fiercely competitive platform
environment. Where such economic models that require players to pay favour
economies of scale, the Chinese market becomes very appealing to Australia developers.
Many Australian developers have experienced resounding success in China but are
required to implement tactical localisation strategies in order to acquire and retain
players.
Here lies the expertise of digital game localisers, as cultural intermediaries
working within the chain of transnational media exchange. Findings made via the
triangulation of data in Chapter 4 and 5 revealed three ‘needs’ of Australians looking to
publish their content in. The need to adhere to China’s unique cultural policy, adapt their
game towards the cultural nuances of Chinese gamers, and implement efficient
monetisation strategies to maximise economic generation whilst maintaining an
enjoyable game. Observations made in Chapter 5 demonstrated that a localiser’s
expertise is legitimised, in a Bourdieusian sense, by facilitating all three needs, whilst also
curating new trends and tastes for target consumers. A key case study of one such
localiser is Yodo1, who was observed at GCAP to advertise their expertise in publishing
Australian games in China whilst also “making great money”. As reflected in Chapter 5,
Yodo1 epitomise the quintessential contemporary localiser by demonstrating expert
occupational knowledge, the proven ability to exchange capital, a wealth of networks and
relationships, and an aptitude of production and circulation processes. Localisation
literature explored in Chapter 2 typically trends behind actual localisation practices.
There is an inherent gap in current research that explores how localisers are claiming an
expertise in wealth generation through monetisation strategies. Although this direction
isn't entirely new, as the aim of localising digital games is to expand the potential
audience of the content, the pivot in game production towards FtP models has
ferociously driven a demand for such monetisation expertise within the production and
circulation process. The demand for monetisation expertise, which can still be articulated
within the 'Localisation Umbrella' (Figure 2.1) from a micro/macro level, demonstrates
how economic logic has further infiltrated cultural work, and thus exposes an inherent
tension within the field between cultural and the economy.
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However, determining the forms of value added by localisers when adapting
Australian games is restricted by the theoretical lens of Bourdieu’s field theory discussed
in Chapter 2. Therefore, this concluding chapter will reflect on two core critiques that
build upon the three intellectual arenas of game localisation, cultural intermediaries, and
field theory research reviewed in Chapter 2. The first section will address existing
limitations in Bourdieu’s field theory, and thus examine how value is formulated in a
reconfigured field of power more consistent with findings from Chapter 4 and 5. In doing
so, we can more aptly identify several sources of value added by game localisers to the
cultural field of Australian game production. The closing section addresses the limitations
of the methodological process utilised in the present study and suggests a new approach
to triangulating data in future studies. By analysing the weaknesses of textual analysis
within games research in Chapter 2, in this section it is proposed that a layered approach
to textual analysis consisting of identification (Consalvo & Dutton 2006) and
fragmentation (Carr 2019) is paired with ethnographic practices to further research on
localisers and localised content.

6.1. Limitations to Bourdieu’s Field Theory
Although Field Theory has been a vital model in analysing dynamics in media
production, there are clear limitations in its structure and application in the sub-field of
mass production. These limitations restrict our perception of value exchange in
contemporary game production. Bourdieu’s empirical analysis dealt almost exclusively in
restricted production, that of small-scale cultural production. The lack of consideration
towards mass cultural production, which constitutes transnational game products,
demonstrates clear shortfalls in the structure of the model. Furthermore, Bourdieu’s
critique of cultural production is informed by contextual transformations in the 1990s. To
apply a contemporary lens to field theory, such critique must be reevaluated to account
for recent radical changes as intense in scope and power as popular culture and the
emergence of digitisation. This section will introduce Bolin’s (Bolin 2009, 2012)
interpretation of field theory, which has been reconfigured to address Bourdieu’s
limitations. Findings from Bolin’s reconfiguration of field theory has been drawn upon in
cultural production research on user-generated content (Hesmondhalgh 2010),
journalism (Bernanke 2013), digital labour (Fuchs 2015), and most recently television
(Lindell et al. 2020). However, no known application of Bolin’s findings has been applied
to gaming.
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Despite being a leap pad for much sociological, cultural, and media literature,
Bourdieu’s avoidance of examining mass production fails to address its inherent
complexities. To understand value formulation in digital game localisation, such
limitations require greater attention as digital games are most certainly a media product
of mass production qualities, and their means of consumption – particularly in a
transnational sense, has been drastically changed through technological innovations from
the late 1990s onwards.
With most attention by Bourdieu and field theorists inspired by his work given to
restricted production, the sub-field of mass production remains relatively unexplored
within the framework of field theory. As Hesmondhalgh comments,
"It is simply astonishing how little Bourdieu has to say about large-scale,
'heteronomous' commercial cultural production, given not only its enormous
social and cultural importance in the contemporary world, but also its
significance in determining conditions in the sub-field in which he is clearly more
interested, restricted production” (2006, p. 217).
Bourdieu's only dive into this sub-field is his final work, Television and Journalism (1998).
This piece was more concerned with the marketisation of television journalism and
neglected the wider world of mass media production. Bourdieu’s absent examinations of
mass-production are therefore problematic as it has left the field relatively underexplored, thus becoming subject to notions that were drawn upon within analyses of
small-production. This has implications in the design and structure of field theory, and
therefore established perceptions of value generation. Such implications were addressed
in a limited capacity by those inspired by Bourdieu’s work. Patrick Champagne is one of
those inspired field theorists, who has published on the production of journalism from a
Bourdieusian lens (2000, 2005). This work did little to develop a further understanding of
mass media production outside of journalism, however, unlike Bourdieu, Champagne has
addressed the complexity of large-scale media production. Champagne argues of a
'fundamental structure' where cultural production is fueled by external market demand,
as informed by economic logic, and opposes "symbolic goods produced according to
internal intellectual imperatives" (2005, p. 55) informed by field-specific logic. This
structure isn't profound in only mass-production, as Bourdieu deduces, but is located
within both sub-fields of small and mass production. This is evident, Champagne
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confirms, as media institutions aren't "equally subject to this desperate search for the
largest possible public" (2005, p. 56). Champagne's analysis of this further reinforces the
idea that the borders that separate restricted and mass-production aren't as explicitly
detailed in Bourdieu's field theory. It also lends to Hesmondhalgh's interpretation that
"restricted production has become introduced into the field of mass production" (2006,
p. 222).
This theoretical stance is highly relevant in the present study when examining
game localisation within the field of power in Chapters 4 and 5, as it is evident how
various other logics have a substantial impact on transnational and globalisation
processes. When entering other territories, games are subject to the demanding
mechanisms of regulation at both a platform and territory level. Consider when the
process of approval for games was halted by China in April 2018, only to be resumed
several months later in December of that year. According to Feng Shixin, the deputy
director of the Publishing Bureau of the Central Propaganda Department, the game
industry in China developed too rapidly, requiring censorship protocols and regulations to
be updated (Niko Partners 2019). Such developments within cultural production
demonstrate the dynamic relations of various values and power on transnational
processes other than the cultural and economic, whilst highlighting how rapid
transformations in digitisation “might be enough of a provocation for the state to
institute new or more rigorous mechanisms of ‘border control’” (Carlson & Corliss 2011,
p. 72). China’s new gaming regulatory body is also guided by the establishment of an
online game ethics committee comprising of game experts and academic scholars that
will evaluate core social values, whilst also ensuring the implementation of anti-addiction
methods (Nikon Partners 2019). Tencent, for instance, has already implemented such
anti-addiction systems (Jao 2019). Therefore, despite media products sitting within the
sub-field of mass production, they aren’t dictated just by economic logic, but also various
‘powers’ and values of neo-techno-nationalism, such as political and educational ‘power’,
in the form of government and legal support, administrative authority, and cultivating
local capabilities (Jiang & Fung 2019). Carlson and Corliss eloquently examine such
dynamic relations of media production in game localisation,
“Through the enacted politics, power, and censorship of ratings boards, nationstates act to reterritorialise games for the people, places, and cultures they
contend to circumscribe. Developers and localisation vendors then, enacting
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decision-making practices enforced by these forms of censorship and mediation,
might… equate politics of nationalism with culture; in turn, they reproduce this
discourse through the production and distribution of localised (modified and
censored) games.” (2011, p. 72).
As such, "the opposition is not between cultural and economic value, but rather
between cultural and political/educational values" (Bolin 2012, p. 37). Due to this clear
limitation in Bourdieu’s model (and further reproduced by Nichols in Figure 2.3), Bolin
has revised the field of power model to more accurately represent the dynamic relations
of mass-production.
Bolin's restructure indicates how the field of mass production is subject to the
pressures of logic and capital in other fields. This model demonstrates that agents
compete for field-based capital, and the dichotomy is no longer limited to Bourdieu's
fundamental principles of differentiation (cultural and economic capital) but that cultural
capital is the most fundamental form of capital that competes with capital of various
other fields in cultural production. This restructure in the field of powers is more
consistent with observations made in Chapter 5. The importance of economic logic has
certainly had an impact on mass-production processes, however, Bolin’s restructure
considers that a greater scope of values is produced within media and cultural industries.
Hence why the sub-field of mass production is positioned more closely towards the other
fields. While Bourdieu's model considers all actors within the sub-field of mass
production to be competing for a type of capital they consider to be worthy. This,
however, is drastically misrepresented. Each profession, which may be a figure of power
and authority in its own respective field, competes for a range of capital they consider to
be valuable within their own belief system (habitus). This is because value production is
informed by a robust range of logic. In addition to economic value, other values (political,
social, cultural) are also fundamental contributions to the field of mass media and
cultural production. As Bolin describes, this model clearly specifies that the sub-field of
mass cultural production’s "greatest pressures [are] from the other fields of power in
terms of demand" (2012, p. 37). This model therefore rejects Bourdieu's notion that
capital of economic and cultural logic are the fundamental principles that determine
value. Furthermore, this model disengages with the field of national space proposed by
Bourdieu. By disassembling the culture-economy dichotomy, viewing the field of power
through the model devised by Bolin (2012) provides a far more appropriate means of
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analysing the field of game production. As both Chapter 4 and 5 demonstrate, this is
because the process of game production is becoming increasingly more commoditised,
but also motivated by means other than those of economic logic.
The emergence of digitisation in cultural production has resulted in significant
implications for the type of labour investigated in the present study, as both production
and consumption have become increasingly fractioned. The emergence of digitisation has
developed significant restructures to the fields of production and consumption, whilst
also establishing a culture of rejecting components of labour. One of the most paradigmshifting aspects of digitisation is that raw materials, such as CD-ROMs, are no longer
necessary in production. Therefore, dependence on labour has intensified, becoming the
key characteristic that formulates value. It is undeniable that the emergence of
digitisation has intensified the commodification of media production, in both restricted
and unrestricted fields. Hence, sign value has become instrumentally more important in
generating exchange value. Exchange value as devised by Marx, and put simply, is the
value of raw material, labour, and sign value applied to a cultural product. The retail
value of premium games, for instance, requires significant sign value and labour as raw
material is effectively non-existent with the advent of gaming platforms. With raw
material becoming more absent with digitisation, labour (and its divisions in
professionalism and speciality) has become the crucial component in value generation
(Bolin 2009). It is here that we can consider cultural intermediaries, like localisers, as
crucial components in the labour process of cultural production. With digitisation
replacing the physical manufacture and transportation of goods across transnational
borders, and thus changing components necessary within the supply chains of
commercial goods, a greater dependency on specialty labour that adds value to digital
games is required to compete within the fiercely competitive platform gaming arena.
Therefore, with labour replacing raw material due to digitisation, the production
of media becomes inherently more complex. When considering digital gaming
production, developers must introduce localisers within the transnational production
chain to contribute cultural value that can be transferred towards economic generation.
It’s in this instance that the value localisers add to the production chain is exchanged to
both the practitioner and platform, as digitisation has demonstrated an increased need
for a variety of localisation services, and therefore labour, for game production.
Previously, where console and PC gaming dominated game production and consumption,
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translation services were the primary form of localisation practice. With gaming markets
emerging in Asia and a rise of competition from local and joint-national studios in Asian
nations, major Western gaming publishers saw the economic benefit of publishing games
in foreign markets with increased demands on the type of labour localisers would
employ. The initial transformation in labour, where expert knowledge of ‘culturalising’ a
game was sought, led to certain assumptions that laid the foundations of localisation
practices. Vestal (2005) determined that US developers lived "in mortal fear their games
would be deemed as 'just a rental'" and that the "best way to do this [localise] is to have
tons of content; the less elegant way is to increase the difficulty and slow the player's
progress" (2005).
With increased means of digitisation through technological advancements in
platform distribution, more intuitive and data-driven decisions have been employed to
not only ensure player retention, but also formulate more secure and definitive revenue
models, and thus economic value. When foreign game developers look to release a game
in China, the value of localisation is determined by how efficiently and effectively they
may transform various forms of capital into economic capital. As this present study has
outlined, value is added by localisers via labour within the localisation umbrella (Figure
2.1), knowledge of monetisation strategies and cultural policy, and network relationships
with foreign publishers and government agents. Therefore, the ‘digital era’ of gaming is
determined by the proven ability of taste-creation and cultural flow in the Bourdieusian
sense. As Carlson and Corliss argue, localisers must employ a knowledge of cross-cultural
differences and nuances, whilst their localisation practices are subject to a variety of
forces, most notable through the changes in production and distribution (2011). Such
knowledge was previously predicated on insight of contemporary political climates and
understanding cultural differences to adapt a text. Although such insights are still
important, it should be acknowledged that with the emergence of mobile platforms,
casual gaming, and social connectedness, localisers have access to a wealth of
behavioural data that allows for more precise decision-making towards the localisation
process to maximise economic capital generation. Such insights play a key role for all
within the process of digital game production, and clearly demonstrate the implications
of digitisation on the means of game production in transnational markets.
This notion is recognised by Bolin (2009), as in the production of media, it is
"apparent that there are other values circulating in the production than mere economic
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values, and that these other values also have an impact on the economic values" (2009,
p.7).The limitation of values in field theory certainly justifies why Bolin’s model is better
equipped to explain value formulation in game production. When considering the work
by localisers, their contribution to the production chain cannot be identified
quantitatively, but their labour does contribute to the generation of other value and is
informed by a logic not just restricted to the economic. As such, is the value of their
labour formulated by how much economic capital is raised by the product in the foreign
domain? Or is it from the network that is established for distribution? The cultural
nuances incorporated into the product? And other knowledge required of the localised
domain, such as cultural policy and monetisation? Such contributions are key
components of localiser labour and certainly exemplify how labour within the sub-field of
mass production isn’t necessarily in favour of economic bias, but reliant on converting
cultural, symbolic and social capital within the economic machine. As the present study
has shown, these are concerns that are ever-present within the industry central to this
thesis.
As Chapter 5 has shown, Bolin’s interpretation of Bourdieu’s field theory,
whereby the cultural field is at tension with all other fields (political, economic,
educational) is the most useful to represent the field of game production in Australia, as
it aptly addresses the relation of power that such logics impose on the cultural field.

6.2. A Suggested Approach to Textual Analysis for Future Localisation
Research
Chapter 2 outlined how studies that utilise textual analysis in the field of game
and game localisation research are limited by methodological weaknesses. However, as
Mangiron notes, textual analysis is a seminal feature in localisation literature to “detect
trends and regularities” on “cultural adaptation, censorship, creativity, and the
translation of humor” (Mangiron 2017, p. 87). As revealed in the present study,
understanding the implications of monetisation strategies employed in the transnational
exchange would also benefit from textual analysis. Given this practice remains crucial to
further our understanding of games as media texts, this section will outline how future
studies can employ textual analysis on original and localised games. When determining
which approach to textual analysis would initially be employed, two frameworks were
considered highly useful. The first is Consalvo and Dutton’s methodological toolkit (2006),
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which examines four key areas of a game: object inventory, interface study, interaction
map, and gameplay log. Each of these areas analyses a game from the three dimensions
previously devised by Aarseth (2003) and provides the opportunity for key game
elements to be identified methodically. The second was Carr’s recently updated model of
game fragmentation. In this model, the researcher would conduct self-play to take note
of interesting game elements. Once fragmented, each game element is examined
through a structural, textual, and intertextual lenses. In the comparative analysis of
original and localised games, both models can be employed in a layered approach. This is
definitely an area that can be explored in greater detail by future studies.
Although very effective for identifying game elements to analyse, the toolkit
proposed by Consalvo and Dutton fails to provide a more sophisticated lenses without
applying a critical studies perspective. As critiqued by Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum, each of
the previously mentioned four areas “constitute a set of possible analytical lenses for
studying a game” (2011, p. 1). Despite this, the toolkit has since been further developed
and adapted based off the foundations proposed by the aforementioned scholars, and
has been employed in a variety of recent research on games studies in regards to health
(Lu & Kharrazi 2018), social semiotics (Pérez-Latorre et al. 2017); LGBTQ trends (Shaw et
al. 2019); and design trends in character creation (McArthur et al. 2015). Nonetheless,
such adaptions ultimately fail to adequately address what Nieborg describes as 'technoeconomic properties' (Nieborg 2015). However, this is easily resolved. Elements that can
be categorised under techno-economic properties include any prompts related to the
exchange of capital (as is expected in FtP games), as well as instances of in-game
integration of social network connective affordances. By examining and logging a game
from each of the four areas, techno-economic properties are easily recognised, as such
features are present within the object inventory, game interface, the interaction map,
and through gameplay itself. Adapting Consalvo & Dutton’s four areas (2006) provides a
methodical basis to gather and compare data between the original and localised game.
By adopting this systematic approach, whereby each area may “constitute a set of
possible analytical lenses for studying games” (Bizzocchi & Tanenbaum 2011, p. 1), a
comparison between each text from the varying areas would provide a categorical
perspective so that each angle of gameplay and game world was methodically
considered. Once such comparisons are identified, they can then be fragmented.
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Following the identification phase of the textual analysis, Carr’s recently updated
approach to game fragmentation (2019) can be employed to ensure a closer reading of
the text. Once instances of localisation have been identified across the four areas, they
can be subsequently categorised by the micro/macro localisation outline proposed by
Dong & Manigron (2018). The micro level consists of cultural aspects that are consistently
localised such as number format, jargon-related terminology, myths and legends, and
songs. Whereas the macro level consists of the: use of colour; character design; game
mechanics; and game habits. Instances of censorship can also logged and examined in a
similar micro/macro structure. The purpose of fragmentation is, as Carr aptly states, to
“undermine the solidarity and totality of the text, breaking it open so its plurality or
multiplicity can be unpacked” (2019, p. 712). This is achieved by considering a localised
element in the game from a structural, textual, and intertextual lenses.
The aim of analysing a game fragment through the three overlapping lenses is to
provide varying perspectives, and therefore meanings, which may draw out useful
insights that are otherwise overlooked. The structural lens considers a game element
purely as its purpose within the game. Let’s consider an example from the Australian
game Crossy Roads, a global hit with substantial commercial success in China. Through
the identification phase, we can recognise the use of traditional Chinese red envelopes as
an addition in the localised game’s object inventory. Hence, in the fragmentation phase, a
structural lens would determine the use of Chinese red envelopes as a collectable within
gameplay. The textual lens requires a focus on the game fragment as “actualised during
play” (Carr 2019, p. 710), whereby its purpose is directly linked to its connotations within
gameplay. In the case of red envelopes in Crossy Roads, its function as a collectible
relates to its cultural connotations during Chinese New Year, and its significance as an
item people would give and collect during this festive season. The third lens, that of
intertextuality, is “a means by which it becomes possible to culturally situate the
interpretive framework of the player-analyst” (Carr 2009, p. 3). The purpose of this lens is
to draw out the cultural and ideological forces that connect inter-textual relations
between a game fragment and their function or impact as a cultural text. This lens is
inherently a main feature of textual analysis in general, nevertheless, it serves as
recognition that the “context, subjectivity, and lived experience of the player-as-analyst
informs the interpretations produced” (Carr 2019, p. 711). Carr (2009; 2019) unpacks the
intertextual lens through the application of five codes, as suggested by Barthes (1977):
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action (acts and consequences); enigma (mystery, delay and relevation); semi code
(connotations); cultural code (truisms, references); and symbolic code (antithesis). In the
case of red envelopes in Crossy Roads, their ‘action’ as a collectible serves as a mystery to
what it may unlock. When playing a Chinese cultural character, and upon collecting 20
red envelopes in game, the player unlocks Cai Shen, a mythological figure in Chinese
folklore. Not only does this character serve as a key localisation element under Dong and
Mangiron’s ‘myths and legends’, but also demonstrates the symbolic importance of
localising gameplay and mechanics during Chinese holidays, as this would increase player
retention. In this simple overview of Crossy Roads, the textual and structural lens
highlight the importance of the red envelope within gameplay itself, however a more
complex understanding of cultural and ideological forces is interpreted by applying an
intertextual lens.
It is important to address that that by applying the three-lens framework,
analysis is not categorised by each lens as this contributes to each fragment being viewed
in silos, rather than an overlapping interpretation. As Carr states, “A reoccurring problem
with these same lenses, however, is that they have a tendency to warp into a form of
classification during use and again during peer review” (2019, p. 712). To categorise the
fragmentation analysis under each lens would only be further complicated when
examined in conjunction with particular cultural perspectives, such as cultural
intermediaries and value formulation, and links to concerns on the applicability of textual
analysis (Aarseth 2014; Carr 2019). By utilising a layered approach consisting of
identification and game fragmentation, future studies are not limited by the weaknesses
of current textual analysis designs as social connectedness, interactivity, and technoeconomic properties are adequately addressed.

6.3. Final Thoughts
In summation, exploring both digital games and emerging occupations in digital
cultural work enables researchers to contest existing theories and presumptions of the
art/economy dichotomy. The present study has exhibited how developments in the
cultural industries have dramatically transformed established means of labour, thus
restructuring media production with an increased focus towards digital circulation, rising
occupations in business/art hybridity, and cutting-edge ways to commodify culture.
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